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The current stand-off between reductionists and anti-reductionists about the
mental has sparked a long-overdue reexamination of key issues in philosophi-
cal methodology.1 The resulting debate promises to advance our understand-
ing of how empirical discoveries bear on the numerous philosophical problems
which involve the analysis or reduction of kinds. The parties to this debate
disagree about how, and to what extent, conceptual facts contribute to justify-
ing explanatory reductions.

My aim here is threefold:~a! to show that conceptual facts play a more sig-
nificant role in justifying explanatory reductions than most of the disputants
recognize,2 ~b! to furnish an account of that role, and~c! to trace the conse-
quences of this account for conceivability arguments about the mind. I begin
~Section I! by sketching an initial argument for the thesis that all justification
for explanatory reductions is based in conceptual facts, in that our concept of
a kind determines what qualifies as evidence for a reduction of the kind. The
middle sections of the paper~Sections II-V! defend this thesis from recent influ-
ential objections. I extract from this defense a detailed model of how concepts
contribute to explanatory reductions~Section VI!. This model implies that reduc-
tionists cannot simply dismiss, as irrelevant, conceivability arguments against
reductionism about the mind. In the final section~Section VII! I rehearse a
familiar brand of conceivability argument, and sketch the reductionist strat-
egies for defusing this argument which remain available on the model of explan-
atory reduction defended here. I then describe the anti-materialist rejoinders
which that model makes available. I do not take a side in the debate over men-
tal reductionism. My point is that the viability of reductionism must be decided
on conceptual grounds and that, therefore, conceivability arguments are cru-
cially important in evaluating materialism about the mind.
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I. The Argument from Relevance

A central assumption of the analytic tradition is this: analyzing a concept of a
property or kind is a legitimate way to determine the essential nature of the prop-
erty or kind. In fact, the tradition seems to presuppose that conceptual analysis
provides substantial help in determining the essential nature of concrete phenom-
ena such as pain and heat, as well as the nature of more abstract properties like
justice and truth. But some philosophers now claim that the traditional reliance
on conceptual analysis is misguided. These philosophers point to the surprising-
ness of scientific results, and argue that empirical discoveries can upset expecta-
tions based on deep-seated beliefs about the kind at issue, including beliefs that
directly reflect our concept of the kind. Hence, empirical investigation can shed
light on a kind independently of conceptual investigation. In the words of Block
and Stalnaker, “we might have reason to believe that@an identity claim is true#
even without the help of a conceptual analysis”~B&S 1999, 30!. The proponents
of this argument seek to exempt reductionist programs, such as reductionism
about the mind, from conceptually-based objections.

In order to show that onetheory ~e.g., of pain or heat! is reducible to
another, reductionists attempt to establish identities such as “pain5 physical
~or functional! statec” or “heat 5 molecular motion”. The identities them-
selves are called “explanatory reductions”, to mark that a term on one side of
the identity sign belongs to a theory that is explanatorily more basic than the
theory to which the other term belongs. Successful reductions increase a reduc-
ing theory’s explanatory power, for they expand the theory’s domain while
retaining its simplicity. The question at issue, then, is this: how does the con-
cept of a kind contribute to justifying a reduction of that kind?

The following is my argument to show that evidence for a reduction must
be deemed as such by the concept of the reduced kind. I use, as schematic for
explanatory reductions generally, “F 5 X”, where “X” belongs to a theory that
is explanatorily more basic than the theory to which “F ” belongs. For instance,
“F ” might refer to heat, and “X” to molecular motion. A final preliminary note:
given the way the argument employs “evidence”, there is no reason to place
antecedent limits on what can qualify as evidence. So I do not exclude indi-
rect evidence, reliabilist warrant, etc.

The Argument from Relevance.3 For all subjectsS and kindsF andX,

1. S is justified in accepting “F 5 X” only if there is ane ~an actual event,
fact, process, etc.! such thate warrantsS’s belief that “F 5 X”.

2. For all e, e warrantsS’s belief that “F 5 X” only if “e qualifies as
evidence for ‘F 5 X ’ ” is made true byS’s concept@F#.

3. For all e, “e qualifies as evidence for ‘F 5 X ’ ” is made true byS’s
concept@F# only if analysis ofS’s concept@F# would reveal thate
qualifies as evidence for “F 5 X”.4

Therefore,
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4. S is justified in accepting “F 5 X” only if there is ane such thate
warrantsS’s belief that “F 5 X” and analysis ofS’s concept@F# would
reveal thate qualifies as evidence for “F 5 X”.

That is,

5. One is justified in accepting an explanatory reduction only if one’s evi-
dence for the reduction would be deemed as evidence by an analysis
of one’s concept. More generally, something can justify a reduction only
if our concept of the reduced property or kind confers this justifica-
tory status upon it.

The conclusion of this argument says that qualifying as evidence is ultimately
a conceptual matter; I will refer to this conclusion as the “Conceptual Basis
of Justification”~or “CBJ”! thesis.

The “Argument from Relevance” is a fitting name for this argument because
the central premise, Premise 2, springs from the idea that purported evidence
for a reduction isrelevant to the explanandum only if one’s concept of the
explanandum renders it relevant. Jackson also uses a relevance-based argu-
ment for the importance of conceptual analysis; he says, in a section provoca-
tively entitled “The Case for Conceptual Analysis in a Sentence~or Two!”,
“Only in that way @through conceptual analysis# do we define our subject as
the subject we folk suppose is up for discussion”.~Jackson 1998, 42! ~Jack-
son explicitly disavows a central consequence of my argument; see below, Sec-
tion V, and my 1999b.!

Applying the Argument from Relevance to a familiar case~given in Put-
nam 1975! reveals its strong initial plausibility. Imagine that you discovered
that the things you called “cat” were robots. Would this prompt you to accept
eliminativism about cats? Or would it lead you to believe that “cat” refers to
a robotic kind? By considering this question, you are undertaking conceptual
analysis; this process reveals whether, given your concept of cats, the discov-
ery would qualify as evidence that cats are robots.~Premise 3! Suppose that
this process reveals that, on your concept@cat#, the discovery wouldnot qual-
ify as evidence that cats are robots. Perhaps you considercat an organic~non-
robotic! natural kind. Then the discovery would not be relevant to the nature
of the kind cat, but would instead support eliminativism about that kind. In
other words, your concept@cat# determines what qualifies as evidence, for you,
aboutcats. ~Premise 2! But if you have no evidence that qualifies, for you, as
evidence that “cat” is a robotic kind, then you are not justified in accepting
an identity statement linking the kindcat to a robotic kind.~Premise 1! So
conceptual analysis reveals what sorts of evidence could justify a given iden-
tity statement.

Of course, there are practical limits on conceptual analysis. First, undertak-
ing conceptual analysis requires reflecting on a range of hypothetical scenar-
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ios, and there is certainly no guarantee that someone who possesses a concept
will be skilled at this. But concept possession does constrain one’s disposi-
tions to react to new discoveries, such as the discovery that the things we call
“cat” are robots.~I return to this point in a moment.! Second, the results of
conceptual analysis, regarding what qualifies as evidence for a reduction, are
ordinarily quite general: for instance, we could not possibly complete the con-
ceptual analysis which would be required to determine every potential discov-
ery which could justify “cats5 Xs”, for everyX for which this statement could
conceivably be justified. For this reason, “Evidencee” will typically denote
evidence at a high level of generality, such as the target kind’s basic func-
tional structure, microphysical properties, or causal history. Third, conceptual
analysis will not always yield determinate answers to the question whether a
given discovery would justify a given reduction. This is as it should be, for it
reflects the fact that many concepts are vague. Still, even extremely vague con-
cepts are substantial enough to fix, at some level of generality, the discover-
ies which would justify reduction of the associated kind. My claim is that the
contribution a particular piece of evidence makes to a reductionderives from
such conceptual facts.

While I cannot give an exhaustive account of concepts here, a few remarks
about their nature are in order. The Argument from Relevance employs “S’s
concept@F#” rather than “the concept@F#” or “ our concept@F#”. I have no
objection to the latter phrases, used to refer to that concept which competent
English speakers associate with “F ”. But I am committed to the idea that shared
concepts, or linguistic meanings of terms which express them,derive fromindi-
vidual concepts. Phrases like “the concept@water#” refer via generalizations
from individual concepts, and thereby underwrite the meaning of “water”. This
individualism about concepts conflicts with the position of content external-
ists like Burge~1979!. The scope of mental content is peripheral to the cur-
rent project. Still, it will become clear that my account of how explanatory
reductions are justified fits nicely into a larger individualistic picture.5

It is widely believed that possessing a concept requires having a particular
set of dispositions. These may include the disposition to apply the associated
term to certain things and not to others; the disposition to accept certain states
of affairs as possible, and others as impossible; etc. This view,
that having some such set of dispositions is necessary for possessing a con-
cept, will be adequate for my purposes here.~I need not say whatsufficesfor
concept possession.! I remain neutral as to the precise nature of concepts,
including whether possessing a concept explains, or rather reduces to, these
dispositions.

Since beliefs are usually taken to be dispositional, taking some relevant set
of dispositions to be necessary for concept possession accommodates the view
that anyone who possesses a concept@F# has a set ofa priori beliefs concern-
ing F or Fs. Quine~1961! famously denies that there is a principled distinc-
tion between beliefs that define a concept and those that do not. Obviously, I
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cannot address Quine’s arguments here. But it is worth noting that, while the
Argument from Relevance succeeds only if there are some conceptual truths,
it doesn’t simply presuppose that there are. It furnishes a reason to believe
that there are, since it suggests that only conceptual truths can provide the link
between the original target and a proposed reduction of it necessary to render
the latterrelevant tothe former. This means that if there are any genuine reduc-
tions of original target properties, there must be some conceptual truths.~For
recent defenses of the analytic0 synthetic distinction from Quine’s attack, see
Sober and Hylton~2000! and Boghossian~1997!.6!

Recent debate about the role of conceptual analysis has yielded four lead-
ing objections to the CBJ thesis.~For expository ease here and throughout, I
assume the truth of “water5 H2O”, a relatively non-controversial example of
an explanatory reduction.! ~1! Water isn’t grasped via a description. But con-
ceptual analysis reveals only descriptive components of concepts. So concep-
tual analysis will not reveal what qualifies as evidence for “water5 H2O”; at
least some of the evidence for an explanatory reduction qualifies as such inde-
pendently of~actual or potential! conceptual analyses.~2! The most plausible
model of justification consistent with the CBJ thesis cannot ensure that H2O
uniquely fits the conceptual bill, for@water#. So this model cannot explain how
“water 5 H2O” could be justified. But “water5 H2O” is justified. Hence, at
least some of the evidence for an explanatory reduction qualifies as such inde-
pendently of~actual or potential! conceptual analyses.~3! Identities are suffi-
ciently justified by the explanatory force of the theories which they support;
they do not require further, conceptually-based justification. So at least some
of the evidence for an explanatory reduction qualifies as such independently
of ~actual or potential! conceptual analyses.~4! At most, conceptual analysis
informs us about folk concepts; it doesn’t tell us what the world is actually
like. Since we are justified in believing that the world may not neatly match
folk concepts, justification for an explanatory reduction need not be based in
conceptual facts. Hence, at least some of the evidence for an explanatory reduc-
tion qualifies as such independently of~actual or potential! conceptual analyses.

I show that the Argument from Relevance withstands each of these four
objections in the next four sections, respectively. My replies to these objec-
tions further elucidatehow conceptual facts determine what qualifies as evi-
dence for an explanatory reduction; I synthesize these results in Section VI.
The final section applies these results to conceivability arguments about the
mind.

II. Objection #1

The first objection, made by Levine~1998! and ~very briefly! by Block and
Stalnaker~1999, p. 16!, contends that subjectively inaccessible factors may fully
justify some legitimate reductions. If there is an alternative means of qualify-
ing as evidence for a reduction, a means independent of subjectively accessi-
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ble factors, then a reduction may be justified independently of conceptual
analysis, which after all reveals only subjectively accessible elements of con-
cepts. This objection challenges the combination of Premises 2 and 3 of the
Argument from Relevance, which together entail that only subjectively acces-
sible elements of concepts can render a proposed reduction relevant to the tar-
get. It thereby threatens the basis for the CBJ thesis.

According to Levine’s preferred alternative, the concepts of some proper-
ties concern their referents purely by virtue of an external—causal or nomic—
link to them. That is, some properties have what Levine calls “non-ascriptive
modes of presentation”. Since I will borrow Levine’s terminology here, I quote
his explication of it at some length.

@L#et’s distinguish two kinds of mode of presentation~where by a ‘mode of presen-
tation’ is meant the means by which a representation connects to its referent!:
ascriptive and non-ascriptive. An ascriptive mode is one that involves the ascrip-
tion of properties to the referent, and it’s~at least partly! by virtue of its instantia-
tion of these properties that the object~or property! is the referent. A non-ascriptive
mode is one that reaches its target, establishes a referential relation, by some other
method. The object isn’t referred to by virtue of its satisfaction of any conditions
explicitly represented in the mode of presentation, but rather by its standing in
some particular relation@e.g., a causal or nomic relation# to the representation.
~1998, 457!

@Non-ascriptive modes# establish relations... “behind the scenes”, not by being cog-
nitively grasped by the subject. The subject’s competence with the term, her
“knowledge” of the meaning, consists entirely in her instantiating the requisite rela-
tion to something in the world.~ibid., 458!

Levine uses the claim that some properties~including, on his view, qualia
properties! have purely non-ascriptive modes of presentation to discount the
force of conceivability intuitions about those properties. If a property has a
purely non-ascriptive mode of presentation, then conceptual analysis, which
uncovers only ascriptive aspects of the property’s mode of presentation, will
not elucidate the property. Assuming that at least some properties with purely
non-ascriptive modes are reducible, the justification for such reductions is
wholly independent of ascriptive conceptual facts, and so the CBJ thesis is
false.

My response to this first objection is to deny that any properties havepurely
non-ascriptive modes of presentation.~As Levine defines these terms, all non-
ascriptive modes are purely non-ascriptive.! The rest of this section will be
devoted to establishing this point. I begin with the parallel linguistic point: I
argue that Kripke’s arguments against the descriptive theory of reference, which
~together with Putnam’s closely related arguments! are perhaps the foremost
source of reservations about conceptual analysis, suggest that ascriptive ele-
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ments of the concept associated with a linguistic termrender non-ascriptive
~causal0 historical0 nomic! factors relevant to determining its reference. I then
make a parallel case regarding properties: some properties have partially causal
or nomic modes of presentation, but those properties’ modes have non-ascriptive
elements in virtue of theirascriptivemodes.

Kripke argues against the descriptive theory of reference, according to which
the referent of a term is whatever fits~most of! the descriptions we associate
with the term, by charging that it can land on the wrong referents. On his view,
the descriptive theory overlooks the referential work done by factors external
to the subject, including historical and environmental facts. For instance, our
concept@gold# is indexed to certain physical facts which—perhaps together
with expert uses of “gold”—partially explain how our term “gold” refers to
actualgold. Kripke’s argument rests on conceivability intuitions, e.g., it is con-
ceivable that some of the yellow, coveted metal around here is not gold; it is
conceivable that there is something else~e.g., iron pyrites! which fits more of
the descriptions we associate with “gold” than gold itself does; it is conceiv-
able that we discover that gold has atomic number 37; but it is inconceivable
that, while all the gold around here has atomic number 79, gold on Twin Earth
has atomic number 37. Such conceivability intuitions show that ascriptive fea-
tures don’t exhaustively determine the referent of “gold”.

Some take Kripke’s arguments to show that descriptive theories err in over-
estimating the importance of our concepts. But I take them to show that
descriptive theories err inmisconstruingour concepts, by identifying them with
a cluster of pure descriptions. They show that some concepts areindexed to
non-ascriptive~external! factors. These arguments depend on our concepts hav-
ing some ascriptive components, in the sense that subjects who possess the
concept, and who understand the associated term, are disposed to recognize
which sorts of factors secure that term’s reference. Moreover, these ascriptive
components—our dispositions to identify particular referents in particular hypo-
thetical cases—render non-ascriptive factors relevant to determining refer-
ence. For Kripke’s hypothetical scenarios reveal how we conceptualize the
referent of “gold”—as a kind which in fact has certain superficial features~yel-
lowness, hardness! which we use to pick it out, but which is individuated by
another, non-superficial property~its atomic weight!.

The observation that modes of presentation often differ from individuation
conditions bolsters one of Kripke’s central claims, namely, that somea priori
truths are contingent. E.g., one could conceptualize gold in a way that makes
the following a priori true: “Gold is the substance instantiated by the items
over there, or at any rate, by almost all of them”~Kripke 1972, 135!. In this
case, “the substance instantiated by the items over there, or at any rate, by
almost all of them” serves as gold’s mode of presentation for the subject. The
fact that this is gold’s mode of presentation can be known through conceptual
reflection, and is thereforea priori. But Kripke denies that alla priori truths
are necessary. First, gold could have had a different mode of presentation.
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Second, and more importantly, it is not a necessary truth that gold has the
property actually serving as its mode of presentation. It is contingent that
there is gold over there, and hence contingent that gold has the property
which serves as its mode of presentation.

What’s crucial to the present point is that the subject can know, through
reflection alone, how “the substance instantiated by the items over there, or at
any rate, by almost all of them” fixes the reference of her term “gold”. Partic-
ular non-ascriptive facts~e.g., that the items over there have atomic number
79! are relevant to reference only insofar as ascriptive factors render them rel-
evant. In this case, the ascriptive factors include gold’s mode of presentation,
for the subject, and the fact that this mode differs from the condition she takes
to individuate gold. As before, these factors are manifested in the subject’s dis-
position to apply “gold” in a range of situations. So non-ascriptive factors gov-
ern reference only because, and to the extent that, ascriptive factors—how we
conceptualize the referent—confer this governing role upon them.

I honestly don’t know whether this construal of the argument is that which
Kripke intended. But I do think that Kripke’s argument succeeds in establish-
ing his anti-descriptivist conclusion only on this construal.7 Against my posi-
tion here, one could claim that understanding a term doesn’t require even an
implicit grasp of how the term’s reference is fixed. In that case, one who under-
stands a term needn’t know what sorts of factors fix reference, and so these
factors could be purely non-ascriptive. But this alternative interpretation leaves
us with no reason to accept that non-ascriptive factors play any role in secur-
ing reference. Kripke’s argument crucially depends on the conceivability of var-
ious hypothetical scenarios, and the associated dispositions to identify particular
referents in counterfactual situations. Suppose there is an intransigent descrip-
tivist who is disposed to accept the following: gold around here has atomic
number 79, and chemists individuate substances by atomic number; but if there
is stuff on Twin Earth which looks like gold then that stuffis gold, even if it
has atomic number 17. If most of us had similar descriptivist dispositions, then
Kripke’s anti-descriptivist conclusion about “gold” would be false. If only a
few occupy such a stance, then I think the right thing to say is that those peo-
ple don’t understand “gold” as the rest of us do.

Of course, someone who defends a false theory of reference can nonethe-
less be a competent speaker, for one’s verbal dispositions may be at odds with
one’s professed theory. Reading Kripke’s argument led many philosophers to
recognize that their theory of reference was at odds with their verbal disposi-
tions, and hence to revise their theory of reference. It did not lead them to alter
their referentialpractices. In any case, Kripke’s argument against descriptiv-
ism depends on our actual disposition to use “gold” in a way inconsistent with
descriptivism. Kripke has not shown that causal links can secure reference with-
out being cast in this reference-securing role by conceptual, ascriptive factors.

Let us turn from linguistic entities to our central concern, concepts of natu-
ral kinds likewater. To determine the non-ascriptive elements in water’s mode
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of presentation, we ask questions such as, “would a given stuff be water, if it
had a different microstructure than the actual watery stuff around here?” Per-
haps grasping@water# doesn’t require understanding that microstructure is cru-
cial. But some understanding of what is crucial must be in place, in order for
the subject to truly have the concept@water#: perhaps it is enough that one is
disposed to treat, as satisfying@water#, whatever it is that scientists around here
find crucial to the watery stuff around here.

Even if the subject has only a tacit, minimal conception of water, her judg-
ment employing@water# is irrelevant towaterunless she can recognize, at some
level of generality, which kinds of conditions an object must fulfill in order to
satisfy her concept. And she is unjustified in accepting a proposed reduction
of water as a reduction of that which she conceptualizes as@water#, unless she
has evidence for the reduction which qualifies as evidence according to her
concept. Without some link between the purported evidence for a reduction
of water and one’s concept@water#, there are no grounds for accepting the evi-
dence as relevant towater. So it is water’sascriptive mode of presentation
which dictates that instances of water~items which satisfy@water#! must have
the correct causal connection to scientific authorities, antecedent usages and0or
microphysical facts. That is, it is ascriptive factors which index@water# to the
relevant empirical, non-ascriptive factors.

Competent speakers and concept possessors are able to determine, within
limits, under what conditions a statement concerns water, and under what
conditions a putative “water” statement changes the topic from water to some-
thing else. The ability to determine relevance is anchored in the mastery of
concepts and associated terms. This mastery doesn’t require an ability to
exhaustively determine referents—after all, it isconceivablethat XYZ is in
the extension of@water# or “water”. Nor does it require an ability to articulate
the kinds of conditions which secure reference—few who grasp@water# or
“water” are prepared to report that something qualifies as water just in case it
has the same microstructure as the actual watery stuff around here. But facil-
ity with a concept or term does require an ability torecognizethe kinds of
conditions which secure reference. That is, it requires that one be generally
disposed, within the qualifications registered in the previous section, to make
appropriate judgments about referential relations in counterfactual situations.

For a final example, consider Burge’s Oscar, a character with an exceed-
ingly weak descriptive grasp of@arthritis#. ~Burge 1979! When Oscar reports
to his doctor that he fears he has arthritis in his thigh, the doctor tells him
that arthritis is a joint disease and so cannot afflict the thigh. Oscar’s accep-
tance of the doctor’s response shows that he is disposed to believe, in the face
of that testimony, that arthritis cannot afflict the thigh. Moreover, Oscar pre-
sumably has other key dispositions regarding@arthritis#, e.g. to deny that “I have
arthritis” can be made true by pure stipulation on his part. And so even for
Oscar, arthritis has an ascriptive mode of presentation:@arthritis# is such that
its extension is fixed bythesesorts of empirical facts and0or social practices,
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and not bythose. Oscar’s concept of arthritis explains or consists in his dispo-
sition to apply@arthritis# consistent with its extension being fixed in that way.8

Let us review. Objection #1 is that, contra the CBJ thesis, reductions are
sometimes justified through non-ascriptive facts alone. I have argued that the
particular non-ascriptive elements in a property’s mode are determined by the
particularascriptiveelements in the mode. So the ascriptive aspects of a prop-
erty’s mode of presentation, those in-principle accessible through conceptual
analysis, are what give non-ascriptive aspects their status as evidence. Since
non-ascriptive factors qualify as evidence only in virtue of ascriptive factors,
dispensing with ascriptive factors would undercut the support for causal theo-
ries of reference.~This consideration does the primary work in Bealer’s 1987
paper.9!

The arguments for the causal theory of reference turn on the claim that, to
use Putnam’s phrase, actual language practices exhibit a “division of linguis-
tic labor” between ordinary folk and external authorities. Because the division
of linguistic ~and conceptual! labor is important throughout the paper, I want
to end this section by drawing out a pertinent consequence of the current dis-
cussion. To express the relation between the folk and external authorities, apro-
pos of linguistic and conceptual labor, I prefer the term “deference”, which
underscores the above-described role of folk concepts in determininghow labor
is divided, to the more passive “division of labor”. Deference is willingness
to accept the verdict of an external authority about the essence of a kind, and
hence about the extension of a term. In this context, “authority”~and, corre-
spondingly, “deference”! has an unusually broad application: it can refer to
empirical facts, such as the fact that the watery stuff around here has micro-
structure H2O, as well as to individual humans and scientific communities. For
instance, my disposition to deny that watercould ~metaphysically! be XYZ
reflects my deference, regarding water, to particular microphysical facts; Oscar’s
disposition to deny that his former self-diagnosis~“I have arthritis in my thigh”!
even could be true reflects his deference, regarding arthritis, to medical
authorities.

Scientific experts also exercise deference. They typically defer to certain
facts as determining the essence, and hence the extension, of kinds they study.
Deference to microphysical facts explains the chemist’s discovery that jade isn’t
a ~unitary! natural kind; deference to causal-historical facts explains the biolo-
gist’s discovery that frogs and toads belong to the same genus. Is all defer-
ence to experts, then, ultimately deference to facts? Perhaps. I shall leave this
issue open, as nothing here rests upon it.

To modify Putnam’s metaphor, folk are not only laborers in the factories
of reference; they are also the factory managers, who determine how the labor
is to be divided. It is not that each of usdeliberately choosesto defer to author-
ities about the essence of water, of course. We acquiesce in this sort of prac-
tice.10 Still, human or factual authorities can justify proposed identity statements
which draw on our concepts only because, and to the extent that, folk implic-
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itly assign certain kinds of referential labor to them. External factors cannot
wrest final control over reference from the conceptual managers, ordinary folk
who bestow authority upon them through deference. With some hesitation, I
dub this viewReference Deference.11

III. Objection #2

Block and Stalnaker~“B&S” hereafter! offer a detailed argument to show that
there is no conceptual analysis of@water# which, in conjunction with micro-
physical facts, suffices to justify “water5 H2O”. On their view, conceptual
factors do not prescribe the role which non-conceptual factors play in justify-
ing reductions. This implies that not all evidence for explanatory reductions
owes its status as evidence to our concepts. It thereby implies that Premise 2
of the Argument from Relevance and the CBJ thesis are both false.

B&S target thetwo-dimensional accountof the contribution conceptual analy-
sis makes to explanatory reductions. The two-dimensional account has been
developed and defended by friends of conceptual analysis like Jackson~1998!
and Chalmers~1996!, as a way to reconcile thea posteriori status of some
identities witha priori philosophical methodology.12 It provides the most plau-
sible explanation of the vital contribution conceptual analysis makes to justify-
ing reductions, and thereby supports the CBJ thesis. And as we will see, it
meshes well with~though it does not entail! Reference Deference. If the two-
dimensional account does not explain how reductions are justified, my central
claims are in jeopardy.

The two-dimensional account envisions explanatory reduction as the result
of two steps. Step 1 is conceptual analysis. In the case of water, Step 1 yields
a definite description indexed to the surroundings and rigidified: e.g., water5
that which actually plays the “water” role, that is, the actual watery stuff around
here. Step 2 involves determining, usually through empirical investigation, what
meets the indexed description yielded by the first step. For instance, H2O is
what satisfies the description “the actual watery stuff around here”. Not just
any specification of what satisfies “the actual watery stuff around here” will
do, of course. B&S assume that the two-dimensional account of explanatory
reduction is committed to Step 2 specifying a microphysical structure; they
therefore call Step 2 “the microphysical premise”.~I question this assumption
below.!

B&S argue that no two-dimensional account, based on conceptual analysis
and microphysical research, can guarantee that there is a unique thing which
plays the water role. Without the guarantee of uniqueness, a proposed identity
~such as “water5 H2O”! is threatened, for if there is something other than
H2O which also plays the water role, that other thing has an equal claim to
identity with water. Identity is, of course, transitive and symmetrical; water
cannot be identical to two distinct things. This is theUniqueness Problemfor
the two-dimensional account.
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The Uniqueness Problem captures a central motivation for doubting the
importance of conceptual analysis, namely, conceptual modesty. It seems a sort
of arrogance to suppose that our concepts should somehow circumscribe empir-
ical discoveries. The Uniqueness Problem points to limitations in our con-
cepts, suggesting that empirical discoveries can legitimately outstrip them,
contra the Argument from Relevance.

I shall defend the two-dimensional account from the Uniqueness Problem.
I address, in turn, each of the Uniqueness Problem’s two components, as iden-
tified by B&S: ~i! in addition to H2O, there may be somethingnonphysical
which plays the definitive water role, that is, which fits the description “the
actual watery stuff around here”; and~ii ! there may be more than onephysi-
cal thing which plays this role.

(i)
B&S observe that it is beyond the province of microphysics to deny that any-
thing nonphysical plays the definitivewater role, in addition to H2O.13 This
limits the possible force of the so-called microphysical premise~Step 2!; it
may state that H2O plays the water role, but it cannot assert that H2O uniquely
plays this role. What, then, safeguards “water5 H2O” from the threat that
something nonphysical may have equal claim to be~identical to! water?

The obvious answer is that this safeguard derives from Step 1 of the account,
namely, the analysis of@water#. Specifically, our concept of water might exclude
the possibility of nonphysical water; it may be a conceptual truth that water is
physical. B&S allow that this may be true of water, but they deny that it can
be generalized. “@F#or at least some names for substances or properties that
are in fact physical, the reference-fixing definition might be a functional one
that did not exclude on conceptual grounds the possibility that the substance
or property be nonphysical.”~B&S 1999, 18!. In other words, some physical
things are conceivably nonphysical, yet are physically reducible. Even if water
is not among those things, they argue, that there are such things shows that
the two-dimensional account provides, at best, an incomplete picture of reduc-
tive explanation.

That there are physical things which are conceivably nonphysical fails, in
fact, to show that the two-dimensional account is incomplete. Recall that on
my view deference is necessary to link kind terms such as “water” to micro-
physical facts in the speaker’s environment. If we defer directly to microphys-
ical facts regarding a particular kind, then the kind isnot conceivably
nonphysical and hence the “nonphysical competitors” threat is empty. Now sup-
pose instead that we defer directly to scientific authorities, and only indirectly
to microphysical facts. I shall argue as follows. Deference to scientists either
reflects a conceptual truth, that the kind is a physical kind, or it does not. If it
does reflect this, then the kind is not conceivably nonphysical and the “non-
physical competitors” threat is once again empty.~Of course, the “physical com-
petitors” threat still stands; this is discussed in~ii !, below.! Alternatively, if
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deference to scientists doesnot rule out the conceptual possibility of nonphys-
ical water, then the two-dimensional account can, at least in principle, ensure
uniqueness. It will no longer be a “conceptual plus~specifically! microphysi-
cal facts” account, but my fundamental point, the CBJ thesis, will remain
untouched.

It is plausible that we defer to scientistsquaexpert practitioners of a broadly
empirical, scientific methodology, and that deference regarding ontology is a
consequence of this. Suppose, for the moment, that deference to the results of
a scientific methodology generally reflects an implicit commitment to physical-
ism about the kind in question. Then we would not defer to empirical scien-
tists regarding physical things which are conceivably nonphysical. In other
words, on the supposition that scientific authorities are seen as authorities about
the physical, deference to empirical scientists would mean that the kind in ques-
tion is not conceivably nonphysical. Deference would thus defuse the “nonphys-
ical competitors” component of the Uniqueness Problem. Still supposing that
whatever is thought to be discoverable by scientific authorities is thereby
thought to be physical, a kind whichis conceivably nonphysical would not be
the subject of deference, at least not deference to those scientists.14 If no def-
erence is at work, the two-dimensional account is unavailable. This is not, how-
ever, a problem for the friends of conceptual analysis, since the two-dimensional
account is intended to explain how the overarching importance of conceptual
facts is compatible with the reference-securing role of non-ascriptive~exter-
nal! factors. It achieves this by showing that the contribution of external author-
ities ~Step 2! takes place only within the limitations set by our concepts~Step
1!. If there are kinds about which we do not defer, then no such account is
necessary, for in such cases our concepts would perform all of the work neces-
sary for reference and for justifying reductions. So, on the supposition that onto-
logical ~physicalist! commitments directly follow from methodological
~empirical! commitments, the possibility of nonphysical competitors poses no
difficulty for the CBJ thesis.

Now suppose, instead, that the contrary is true: physicalism about a kind
doesnot follow automatically from deference to empirical scientists about that
kind. That is, suppose the folk do not believe that only physical kinds are the
proper targets of empirical science. Then the conceptual analysis premise does
not exclude nonphysical competitors. Rather, these fall within the scope of Step
2 of the two-dimensional account~which need not, then, always be a “micro-
physical” premise!. In other words, if nonphysical competitors are conceiv-
able, then our current supposition relegates the task of sorting out such
competitors to empirical science, which is responsible for specifying what it
is that satisfies the analysis yielded by Step 1. Empirical scientists are then in
a position to determine whether the candidate at issue is unique, that is, to
determine whether it faces physical or nonphysical competitors.

What if we think that water is probably physical, but we find it~barely!
conceivable that water is nonphysical? In that case, we might accept a physi-
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calist reduction of water based on scientific evidence, even if we deny that
scientists investigate the nonphysical. We’d thereby allow that scientists can
determine whether a physical candidate is explanatory enough to justify~togeth-
er with our intuition that water is a non-disjunctive kind! accepting that water
is in fact physical. As with the previous results, this depends on the nature of
our concept@water#.

B&S use the Uniqueness Problem to refute a particular version of the two-
dimensional account, according to which Step 2 always identifies a microphys-
ical property. This seems to me a needless restriction, given their larger aim:
to contest the claim that “conceptual analysis isnecessaryto close the explan-
atory gap”, by showing that we can justify identity claims “even without the
help of conceptual analysis”.~B&S 1999, 2;30! In any case, the CBJ thesis is
not committed to the claim that conceptual facts allow only microphysical facts
to qualify as evidence for a reduction.~See note 14.! It makes the more gen-
eral claim that any sort of fact contributes to justifying a reduction only if it
qualifies as evidence by virtue of conceptual facts.15

If we defer to empirical scientists, regarding water, then it is aconceptual
truth that the essence of water is empirically discoverable. In that case, Step 2
can rule out all relevant competitors, physical and nonphysical. If we do not
defer to scientists or other authorities, regarding water, then friends of concep-
tual analysis~and of the CBJ thesis! need not concern themselves with accom-
modating Step 2. This brings us to the second component of the Uniqueness
Problem.

(ii)
The second component of B&S’s Uniqueness Problem concerns the possibil-
ity that more than one physical thing fills a particular role. B&S note that there
are three ways we could react to a discovery that more than one physical thing
fills a particular role: adopt eliminativism about the type in question; construe
the type as a disjunctive non-kind; or take the type to be a “superficial role
property” type rather than a “role filler” type.

B&S acknowledge that the first, eliminativist possibility poses no threat to
the two-dimensional account of explanatory reduction, since no explanatory
reduction occurs in that case. The two-dimensional account is also consistent
with the second, disjunctive possibility. For while it is not eliminativist about
the role filler, the disjunctive option denies that what fills the role is a genu-
ine natural kind, and so there is no explanatory reduction there, either.

It is the third possibility, according to which the term in question names a
role property, which is alleged by B&S to pose a problem for the two-
dimensional account. They offer the following example. “If... we took ‘jade’
to denote a role property, we would take it to denote a cluster of superficial
properties such as a certain color, weight, hardness, shapeability, and the like.”
~B&S 1999, 22! They are not claiming that this is the best construal of “jade”,
but just that this type of construal may be appropriate in some cases. This third
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possibility is purportedly non-eliminativist, and it construes the kind in ques-
tion as anatural kind. Given that the two-dimensional account identifies role
fillers, rather than role properties, this option violates that approach. Since this
option may be valid in particular cases, B&S conclude, the two-dimensional
account cannot account for some justified explanatory reductions.

Allow that the role property option is valid in some cases. To evaluate them,
we must ask: does conceptual analysis~Step 1! reveal that the concept at issue
is a “role property” concept? If the answer to this question is “yes”, then this
is not an objection to the~unrestricted! two-dimensional account or to the CBJ
thesis. For in that case evidence about the role property will qualify as evi-
dence for a reduction according to our concept. Alternatively, if conceptual analy-
sis reveals that the concept is a “role filler” concept, then the “role property”
construal does not reduce the kind originally at issue. Rather, that construal is
subtly eliminativist, though not about whether there is a natural kind which
answers to theterm “jade”. It is eliminativist about the existence of a natural
kind which answers to ouroriginal concept@jade#, according to which jade
things share a~probably microphysical! property which explains but does not
reduce to the superficial features listed above. So if our concept is a “role filler”
concept, the “role property” construal introduces a new explanandum.~The
term “jade” may yet express the superficial role property, for concept individ-
uation may not neatly follow word individuation.!

This is not, then, a case of explanatory reduction without conceptual analy-
sis. So this third option either yields a reduction which is sanctioned by our
concepts or supports eliminativism about a natural kind answering to our orig-
inal concept@jade#. It therefore fails as a counter-example to the claim that
qualifying as evidence for an explanatory reduction is a conceptual matter.

All three possible reactions to discovering that more than one physical thing
fills a definitive role thus qualify as eliminativist, but each is eliminativist about
different targets. The first is eliminativist about anything named by, say,
“water”. The “disjunctive non-kind” possibility allows that something answers
to the “water” category; its eliminativism lies in the denial that this names a
natural kind. The “role property” possibility allows that there is a natural kind
answering to the term at issue, but maintains that the reduction either fits the
two-dimensional account~and the CBJ thesis! or is eliminativist about the ref-
erent of “water” in that term’s original sense.

I have responded to Objection #2, the Uniqueness Problem, as follows. The
conceivability of nonphysical things which play the role definitive of water
does not show that any evidence for “water5 H2O” qualifies as such on non-
conceptual grounds. If we can defer to scientists about something without
thereby being committed to its being physical, then it is within the province
of empirical science to determine whether there are nonphysical role fillers.
Alternatively, if our deference to empirical scientists commits us to physical-
ism about the kind in question, then we do not defer regarding anything con-
ceivably nonphysical. The possibility that more than one physical~empirically
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discoverable! thing could play a given role also fails to show that there are
grounds for explanatory reductions independent of conceptual facts, since this
result warrants a reduction only if the original concept is not a role filler con-
cept. If the original conceptis a role filler concept, then this result warrants
eliminativism about the original explanandum.

IV. Objection #3

The third objection to the CBJ thesis states that actual scientific reductions do
not always need conceptual support, since some of these reductions are fully
justified by the explanatory force of theories to which they contribute. Levine
expresses this objection as follows: “That water is H2O is not the conclusion
of any derivation. Rather, it functions as a premise in various explanatory argu-
ments which have descriptions of water’s macro properties as their conclu-
sions. When asked for the justification of the premise itself, the answer is that
it’s justified because of the explanatory role it plays.”~1998, 462! B&S take
a similar line. They note that identities serve as explanatory bedrock; while
mere correlations stand in need of explanation, identities do not. Postulating
identities increases simplicity, and hence explanatory force, by doing away with
what Smart~1959! called “nomological danglers”.16 The suggestion is that, if
a proposed reduction contributes to the explanatory power of a theory, we need
not evaluate the proposed reduction by its loyalty to our concepts. Explana-
tory force can thus partially justify a reduction independently of~actual or
potential! conceptual analyses.

I argued above that the causal theory of reference is not an independent
alternative to theories which trade on ascriptive elements of concepts or terms.
For similar reasons, explanatory considerations are not an independent alterna-
tive to conceptual considerations, as a source of justification. The fact that a
proposed reduction would increase a theory’s explanatory force qualifies as evi-
dence for the reduction only if our concept of the target includes an appropri-
ate deferential component. We might well be disposed to accept the increase
in explanatory force as evidence for a reduction. But this disposition reflects
our concept of the target: it is a conceptual truth that water is a natural kind,
individuated by whatever it is that explains the macro properties of the watery
stuff around here. What makes for explanatory power is itself something about
which we likely defer. Still, the explanatory power of an identity statement
justifies it only insofar as we are disposed to treat explanatory power as an
authoritative factor. And we are thus disposed only by virtue of deference to
explanatory power. This deference is usually indirect, in that we defer to experts
who evaluate the contribution a proposed reduction would make to the explan-
atory power of a theory. In any case, the core point still stands: an identity
statement can reduce a kind only if it concerns that kind, and it is conceptual
facts about the kind which determine what sorts of statements are relevant
to it.
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Of course, some concepts have relatively insignificantdescriptivecompo-
nents, and hence place only minimaldescriptiveconstraints on candidate reduc-
tions. The extent of deference, regarding the extension of a given concept,
determines the influence of non-descriptive considerations such as explana-
tory power. My concept@quark# is minimally descriptive, in that it is nearly
exhausted by the content “whatever expert physicists actually mean by ‘quark’”.

While some concepts have insignificant descriptive components, there are
arguably others about which we defer very little or not at all. The most likely
candidates for these are abstract concepts, such as@seven# and@justice#, and—as
Kripke argued—phenomenal concepts such as@pain#. Simplicity consider-
ations may yet influence explanatory reductions of these things; but, to the
extent that we retain authority about these things, the simplicity at issue is con-
ceptual rather than empirical. And it can happen that considerations of concep-
tual simplicity result in disjunctive analyses of what was allegedly a single
concept. When this occurs, it is claimed that the putative concept is not uni-
tary but instead runs together two distinct concepts. Tellingly, papers which
attempt to reveal such conflations often have titles like “Two Concepts of Lib-
erty” ~Berlin 1969! and “Two Concepts of Consciousness”~Rosenthal 1986!.

Explanatory considerations do substantially shape those reductions which
concern concepts with a relatively small descriptive component. But they do
so only in virtue of our dispositions to see them as decisive, and these dispo-
sitions reflect our concept of the target. So explanatory force does not con-
stitute an independent alternative, to conceptual analysis, as a source of
justification. The CBJ thesis withstands this third objection.

V. Objection #4

Surprisingly, the fourth objection is voiced by Jackson, an outspoken propo-
nent of conceptual analysis. Jackson expresses hesitation about conceptual analy-
sis “being given a major role in an argument concerning what the world is
like.” ~1998, 43! He credits this hesitation with his rejection of his own previ-
ous~1982! anti-materialist conceivability argument.~1998, 43, note 21! At most,
he says, conceivability arguments can show whether a proposed reduction fits
the folk concept of the entity in question. But the folk could be wrong about
“what the world is like”, and so conceivability arguments do not reveal what
the world is like.

I find Jackson’s view puzzling, given that his overall approach exploits the
intuitions behind the Argument from Relevance. If violating the results of con-
ceptual analysis means changing the topic, how can a proposed reduction which
clashes with the folk concept succeed? Such a proposal would seem doomed
to eliminativism. The only grounds I can see for accepting a reduction which
violates folk concepts, as relevant to the property or kind in question, are those
which the above objections employ. But we have seen that the CBJ thesis sur-
vives these objections. Of course, even if much of the watery stuff around here
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proved not to be H2O, H2O could still be~identical to! somethingof interest.
The Argument from Relevance, together with the two-dimensional account,
entail only that, if enough of that stuff isn’t H2O, then H2O isn’t water. Simi-
larly, if c-fibers firing fails a conceptual test for pain, then while the firing of
c-fibers may be of interest, and may stand in some significant relation to pain,
pain isn’t identical to the firing ofc-fibers.

The folk are not generally authoritative on whether there is anything which
fits their concept; that is why there is logical space for eliminativism about
folk kinds, e.g., ghosts.17 And satisfying the two-dimensional account does not
insulate a reduction from skeptical worries. Perhaps the actual watery stuff
around here isn’t H2O at all, and our~apparent! evidence for Step 2 stems from
a vast scientific conspiracy or massive hallucination. Or perhaps our evidence
for Step 1 is flawed, in that our reactions to imagined hypothetical scenarios
are not a reliable guide to our actual dispositions. Yet these skeptical possibil-
ities don’t create a gap between what folk concepts justify and what is actu-
ally justified; they provide equal grounds for doubting “water5 H2O”. Jackson
is right that the world may not neatly fit folk concepts, but this doesn’t pro-
vide a reason to downplay their importance. For they offer our ultimate pur-
chase on the way the world is. The fact that the world may not neatly fit folk
concepts shows merely that the reductions we endorse may be false, i.e., that
our methods for establishing identities don’t generally yield certainty.

Instead of limiting the role of folk concepts, a better strategy for Jackson
would be to claim that every folk concept includes a sort ofglobal deference
to external authorities. On that view, the folk maintain a blanket fallibilism
about the world, so that any particular belief~including allegedly “conceptu-
al” beliefs! could be shown false by some external authority or other. This
would reconcile the Argument from Relevance with the claim that folk con-
cepts might not reflect the way the world is. This view is consistent with CBJ,
since conceptual analysis is required to reveal the global deference and hence
to show that a proposed reduction is relevant to the explanandum. Unlike Jack-
son’s stated view, this position would deny that the folk could beultimately
mistaken about “what the world is like”; ultimate error—such as that which
Jackson now attributes to dualists—would be precluded by the limit which blan-
ket fallibilism places on folk commitments. But perhaps Jackson would accept
this consequence, since justified reductions would avoid violating folk con-
cepts only trivially. That is, it allows that the folk are ultimatelyignorantabout
“what the world is like”, even if their blanket fallibilism rescued them from
~positive! error.

I reject the position just described, as an inaccurate portrayal of folk con-
cepts. To defend it one must show, against strong intuitive arguments~includ-
ing Kripke’s 1972, Lecture III! that even phenomenal concepts like@pain#
contain an element of deference.~I return to the issue of deference and phe-
nomenal concepts briefly in the final section.! And while it is strictly consis-
tent with the Argument from Relevance and the CBJ thesis, it violates the spirit
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of those claims by severely deflating the constraints imposed by our concepts.
Finally, I doubt that this blanket fallibilism allows for broadly Fregean individ-
uation conditions for concepts, since it allows the fallibilism to override partic-
ular ascriptive conditions which individuate concepts. In any case, a broad
worry about the trustworthiness of folk concepts doesn’t provide a reason,
beyond those already discussed, to reject the CBJ thesis.

VI. Synthesis of the Above Results

The CBJ thesis says that what qualifies as justification for a reduction is, with-
out exception, an ultimately conceptual matter. The foregoing discussion illus-
trateshow conceptual facts underlie justification for reductions. Section II
showed that our concept of a kind dictates what sorts of facts, or fact-finding
methods, qualify as authoritative about the kind. Applied to the two-dimensional
account of explanatory reduction described in Section III, this means that the
first, conceptual stepconstrainsthe second, empirical step. This point is some-
times overlooked, perhaps because empirical investigation usually precedes any
explicit grasp of the conceptual constraints within which it operates. For
instance, it’s unlikely that early chemists thought of their task in this way: “our
concept of water ties its identity to the microstructure of the actual watery stuff
around here; so, to find an explanatory reduction of water, we should deter-
mine the microstructure of that stuff.” Still, implicit features of the concept
@water# determine which identity statements are justified, in the light of partic-
ular empirical facts. This role of the concept is revealed in arguments to show
that “water5 H2O” is true and necessary: we consult our conceptual intu-
itions to see that, if the watery stuff on Twin Earth is XYZ, it is notwater.

Our concept of water, and the fact that the actual watery stuff around here
has microstructure H2O, together entail that water5 H2O. Crucially,this entail-
ment is conceptual: for it is a conceptual truth about water that compositional
facts ~or those which scientists consider crucial, or whatever! determine its
essence. Anyone who held that the actual watery stuff had microstructure H2O,
accepted that this was taken by scientific authorities to show that water5 H2O,
and yet was unwaveringly disposed to deny that water5 H2O, would not be
employingour concept@water#.

This point can be expressed using the now-familiar distinction between con-
ceptual and metaphysical possibilities. While “water5 H2O” is a necessarya
posteriori, “metaphysical” truth, it is not a conceptual truth, since “water5
XYZ” is conceivable. The epistemic difference between conceptual and meta-
physical possibility derives from the fact that metaphysical possibilities depend
on actual world facts, while conceptual possibilities do not. But metaphysical
possibility constrains every possible world. Given that the term “water” rig-
idly designates the actual watery stuff, and the actual watery stuff has micro-
structure H2O, there is no possible world in whichwater isn’t H2O. ~There
are, of course, possible worlds in which watery stuffcalled “water” isn’t H2O.!
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Conceptual truths alone license the inference from empirical facts, such as “the
watery stuff around here has microstructure H2O”, to metaphysical truths such
as “water5 H2O”. Since metaphysical truths depend on empirical facts, they
are not knowablea priori. Yet the step from empirical facts to metaphysical
truths is itself ana priori step.18

This explains why identity claims require conceptually-based justification,
despite the contribution of empirical facts. The extent and nature of a con-
cept’s deferential component is a purely conceptual matter. The conceptual
entailment from empirical facts to metaphysical truths highlights this fact: the
truth of identity statements depends on empirical facts only because, and to
the extent that, the relevant concepts sanction this dependence.

So conceptual analysis grounds the justification for explanatory reductions
in two ways. First, only conceptual analysis can provide evidence regarding
the respective extents of the descriptive and non-descriptive components of a
concept. Second, conceptual analysis informs us as to the nature of these com-
ponents. While it has traditionally been used to reveal the descriptive aspects
of concepts, relevance considerations imply that conceptual facts also under-
write the non-descriptive aspects~in Levine’s terms, the referent’s non-ascriptive
modes of presentation!. Conceptual analysis is thus needed to tell us what type
of source—human experts, compositional facts, causal history, nomic rela-
tions, etc.—qualifies as authoritative about the kind at issue. The salient order
here is not chronological but epistemic: empirical investigation need not await
conceptual analyses, but explanatory reductions arejustified only by virtue of
these conceptual facts. So they are justified only if the results of~actual or
potential! conceptual analyses~would! deem them so.

VII. Conceivability Arguments about the Mind

We now turn to the sort of reductions which are the chief concern of many
parties to this debate: mental-physical reductions. The most influential objec-
tions to reductive materialism about the mind rely on arguments from conceiv-
ability. According to one such argument, it is conceivable that one knows all
of the physical facts about a phenomenal state without knowing all of the phe-
nomenal facts about it~Jackson 1982!; according to another, it is conceivable
that there is a physical duplicate of me which lacks phenomenal states~a “zom-
bie”! ~Chalmers 1996!. These arguments are intended to show that phenom-
enal properties are distinct from physical properties. Most materialists believe
that such scenarios are conceivable, but deny that their conceivability presents
an obstacle for reductionism. On that view, we can know that phenomenal prop-
erties are reducible to physical properties, despite the fact that our concepts
of phenomenal properties differ profoundly from our concepts of physical prop-
erties. The preceding arguments show that materialists cannot simply dismiss
conceptually-based arguments. In this final section, I briefly assess the effect
of the CBJ thesis on the dialectic between materialists and anti-materialists.
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Consider the statement “pain5 physical statec”, where c may be a func-
tional ~second-order physical! state. One argument to show that this statement
violates our concept of pain is the zombie argument: I have pain states; it is
conceivable that there is a creature, physically identical to me, which is devoid
of pain states; hence, pain states are not identical to physical states. This argu-
ment uses the conceivability of “physical statec is not painful” to reject “pain5
physical statec”.

Materialists standardly respond to such arguments by noting that the paral-
lel argument, regarding water, is invalid: while “the actual watery stuff around
here does not have microstructure H2O” is conceivable, it is nonetheless true
that water5 H2O.19 Identities are metaphysically necessary, but they need not
be conceptually necessary. So, the materialist concludes, this moral applies to
“pain 5 physical statec”: this is not a conceptual truth, but it may nonethe-
less be a metaphysically necessary truth.

I have argued that empirical facts qualify as evidence for a reduction of a
kind if and only if our concept of the kind entails that they qualify as such
evidence; therefore, empirical factsconceptuallyentail metaphysical facts. We
can conceive that water is not H2O. But we cannot conceive that the follow-
ing conjunction is true.~1! There are certain empirical facts—roughly, all of
the actual watery stuff around here has microstructure H2O, and scientists indi-
viduate substances by their microstructural properties;and ~2! there is water
which lacks microstructure H2O. It is the inconceivability of this conjunction,
revealed in Kripke-style thought experiments, which warrants the claim that
water5 H2O.

To show that phenomenal state-types are irreducible to physical state-types,
then, it is not enough to observe that zombies are conceivable. As in the water
case, pain may be reducible to physical statec even if zombies are conceiv-
able on their own, apart from any empirical facts. The zombie argument instead
rests on the conceivability of the followingconjunction. ~3! There are certain
empirical facts—roughly, every actual instance of pain is perfectly correlated
with a token of physical statec, and vice versa; actual tokens ofc are caused
by physical states which are perfectly correlated with the causes of pain; actual
tokens ofc cause physical states which are perfectly correlated with the effects
of pain; and ~4! a physical replica of me, which of course tokens myc-states,
lacks my pain states.

To consider whether the conjunction~3!& ~4! is conceivable is, of course, to
run a thought experiment. According to the arguments of Section II, the results
of this experiment reveal the extent and nature of our deference~to causal facts,
compositional facts, or other authorities! regarding the kind at issue. And the
CBJ thesis, successfully defended against the above objections, entails that these
conceptual facts constrain explanatory reductions. In other words, the conceiv-
ability of ~3!& ~4! seems to refute the claim that pain5 physical statec.

How might the materialist reductionist counter the argument that the conceiv-
ability of ~3!& ~4! shows that painÞ physical statec? The controversy over
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these conceivability arguments suggests that this conjunction at leastappears
conceivable, in a sense of “conceivability” which carries with it the appear-
ance of possibility. This raises the question of how conceivability is related to
possibility. My understanding of conceivability is deeply indebted to Yablo
~1993!. Yablo says that a propositionp is conceivable for me just in case “I
can imagine a world that I take to verifyp”. ~Yablo 1993, 29! Yablo notes that
this construal of conceivability allows “I do not exist” to be conceivable, since
it doesn’t tie conceivability to believability, or to actual-world justification. Fur-
ther, conceivability in this senseinvolves, and so need not presuppose, the
appearance of possibility. These consequences support Yablo’s claim that con-
ceivability, in this sense, provides some evidence for possibility. This is a weak
claim, and one that is generally accepted, for it allows that the evidence which
conceivability provides isdefeasible. ~Compare Levine 1998, 450–1!.

Since conceivability provides only defeasible evidence for possibility, the
materialist could argue that~3!& ~4! is conceivable but not possible. Such an
argument would proceed as follows.

What we can conceive is contingent upon psychological facts. Our cur-
rent ability to conceive~3!& ~4! is due to the limitations of our current
understanding of the brain. If we understood the brain as well as we under-
stand H2O, ~3!& ~4! would be as inconceivable for us as~1!& ~2! is. We
don’t yet possess the concepts necessary for such an understanding; per-
haps we aren’t capable of possessing them. But possessing such concepts
is required if the conceivability of~3!& ~4! is to serve as evidence for its
possibility.

On this view, the current conceivability of~3!& ~4! derives from our empirical
ignorance; specifically, it derives from our failure to possess the concepts
required to adequately understand the empirical facts included in~3!. This pro-
posal denies that the generic “c-fiber firing” and “functional rolef ” are effec-
tive as stand-ins for currently unknown physical facts. So-called “mysterians”
such as McGinn~1991! hold this sort of position, with an added skepticism
about our ability to gain the necessary concepts. On the non-skeptical ver-
sion, we could eventually gain new concepts which would render~3!& ~4!
inconceivable. This claim—with or without the skepticism—is defended by an
insistence that materialism simplymustbe true.

It is beyond the scope of the current paper to evaluate the arguments for
materialism. Notice, however, that the above strategy rests materialism on inde-
pendent arguments, and concludes from these that our conceptual resources are
~currently! limited. Yet these independent arguments for materialism also depend
on conceptual facts—most famously, that we cannot conceive of how the phys-
ical and the non-physical could causally interact.~Simplicity considerations of
the sort discussed in Section IV provide further intuitive support for material-
ism.! So maintaining that we lack concepts crucial to understanding the mind
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threatens to undermine argumentsfor materialism as well. If limitations in our
current understanding of the brain mean that we can’t trust current conceivabil-
ity as a guide to possibility, then the evaluation of arguments on both sides of
this debate must await our acquisition of new concepts. The dispute between
the materialist reductionist and the anti-reductionist would thus reach a
stalemate.

The materialist can avoid a stalemate only by providing good reason to deny
that the conceivability of~3!& ~4! is a mark of its possibility. To avoid question-
beggingly basing this claim on materialism, the materialist must engage con-
ceivability arguments on their own turf, by incorporating the impossibility of
~3!& ~4! into a larger theory that, if true, explains why~3!& ~4! is currently con-
ceivable. There are a variety of strategies available here, including:

• Show that the sort of information which a completed science of the brain
will include in ~3! is likely to be fundamentally different from the sort
of information we now possess.20

• Argue that conceivability tests cannot possibly do justice to the enor-
mous amount of facts which~3! includes.~cf. Churchland 1984, 96–8!

• Diagnose the apparent conceivability of~3!& ~4! as the actual conceiv-
ability of each conjunct on its own.21

• Argue that~3!& ~4! seems conceivable only because phenomenal con-
cepts refer via a different process than physical concepts use. E.g., they
refer “without the use of any descriptive, reference-fixing intermediar-
ies” ~Tye 1999, 713!, or “by simulating their referents”~Papineau 1998,
384! or with a “semantically primitive Mentalese lexeme”~Lycan 1996,
64!.22

That is, the materialist should provide a diagnosis of the current conceivabil-
ity of ~3!& ~4! combined with the impossibility of~3!& ~4!. The difficulty lies
in overriding conceivability intuitions, regarding~3!& ~4!, while exploiting con-
ceivability intuitions which favor materialism, such as the conceptual obscu-
rity of physical-nonphysical interaction.

Reference Deference provides the anti-reductionist with a competing diag-
nosis of the conceivability of~3!& ~4!.

While ~1!& ~2! is inconceivable,~3!& ~4! is conceivable. This difference is
not an aberration and we need not make recourse to the above strategies
to explain it. For a difference in deference explains it: the empirical con-
junct ~1! makes a different contribution to the water case than the empiri-
cal conjunct~3! makes to the pain case. Our deference to physical facts
and scientific authorities, regarding water, allows~1! to serve as the basis
for the metaphysically necessary truth that water5 H2O. Statement~3!
does not serve as the basis for a parallel metaphysically necessary truth
~that is, it fails to establish that pain5 physical statec!, because we do
not defer to physical facts or scientific authorities regardingpain. This lack
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of deference is evident in the conceivability of~3!& ~4!, since knowledge
of all salient physical facts is stipulatively included in~3!.

Each side can then diagnose the current conceivability of~3!& ~4! in a way
favorable to its own position. Moreover, each diagnosis goes some way towards
preserving simplicity. Materialism preserves ontological simplicity, while anti-
materialism preserves conceptual simplicity by using a disparity in folk defer-
ence to explain the asymmetry of “water” and “pain” intuitions.

Is this stalemate irresolvable? A survey of the moves and counter-moves
may suggest that the parties to this debate are simply at loggerheads. For my
part, I don’t see that this pessimistic conclusion is warranted just yet. The stale-
mate is an epistemic situation, and will be resolved only by new evidence.
However, my central goal is not to predict the outcome of this debate, but rather
to show that it must be decided on conceptual grounds. As I see it, the stale-
mate derives from a difference in conceivability judgments: the materialist has
a comparatively strong intuition that, e.g., the physical and the nonphysical
cannot causally interact, and a comparatively weak intuition that, e.g., zom-
bies would remain conceivable even if we had a better understanding of the
brain. The anti-materialist is in the opposite situation. These intuitions are sus-
ceptible to change, given new evidence. Likely candidates for such evidence
include a new understanding of the brain, or a good non-materialist account
of mental causation. And the evidence that would bring about these changes
in intuition may well be empirical. My point is that the contribution of even
empirical evidence lies in its effect on conceivability intuitions. In this way,
the dispute over materialism turns on conceptual facts.

Conclusion

We, the concept-possessing folk, are the ultimate authorities regarding what is
required to satisfy our concepts. External factors possess authority only inso-
far as we folk defer to them. Since conceptual analysis is the only method of
revealing the extent and nature of folk deference to other authorities, accurate
conceptual analyses determine justificatory criteria for proposed reductions,
including proposed reductions of mental properties or phenomena.23

Notes

1 See, e.g., Bealer 1987, Stich 1992, Tye 1992, Chalmers 1996, Jackson 1998, Levine 1998,
and Block and Stalnaker 1999.

2 The exceptions are Bealer, Chalmers and, more qualifiedly, Jackson.~See Section V.! It will
be clear in what follows that my view owes a great deal to these three philosophers. The general
view I present here has a strong affinity to Bealer’s~1987! view in particular, but I cannot say
whether Bealer would endorse my particular account, or would agree with my responses to recent
arguments against this general view.
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3 Throughout the paper, I use double quotes to mention words and brackets to mention
concepts.

4 Note that premise 3 uses “analysis” in a factive sense; the accuracy of such an analysis is
thus guaranteed. However, premise 3 becomes non-trivial when it is assumed, as it is here, that
conceptual analysis is ana priori matter.

5 While I don’t expect it to win any converts, my argument does provide some support for
individualism. For it shows how some of the phenomena which motivate anti-individualism, such
as the “division of linguistic labor”, may be accommodated within an individualist framework. In
part because of this individualism about concept possession, I shall assume that concepts may
outrun linguistic competence: an individual who lacks the appropriate dispositions, regarding the
term “cat”, is mistaken about that term’s meaning, but she may nonetheless possessa concept
which she falsely takes to be the concept expressed by “cat” in her linguistic community.

6 The basis for conceptual truths provided by the Argument from Relevance is broadly simi-
lar to the basis which Boghossian~1997! develops in detail. Boghossian argues that abandoning
analytic truths leads to full-fledged semantic indeterminacy: if there are no statements true in vir-
tue of meaning~or, rather, in virtue of meaning and logical truths!, then there are no determinate
links between a word and its referent, and hence no determinate meanings whatsoever. My claim
is this: if there are no conceptual truths, then there are no determinate links between a target prop-
erty and a purported reduction of it, and hence purported reductions don’t truly reduce their targets.

7 At times, Kripke seems to acknowledge that appropriate ascriptive factors must be in place
in order for reference to occur, e.g.: “When the name is ‘passed from link to link,’ the receiver of
the name must, I think,intend when he learns it to use it with the same reference as the man
from whom he heard it.”~Kripke 1972, 96; my emphasis! And at least some of his apparent claims
to the contrary are actually consistent with my construal of the argument. “On our view, it is not
how the speaker thinks he got the reference, but the actual chain of communication, which is
relevant.” ~ibid, 93! This statement is consistent with my reading, given that “how the speaker
thinks he got the reference” may be influenced by his theory of reference, and his theory may be
at odds with his dispositions to respond to particular scenarios.

8 I accept a broadly Fregean view of concept individuation, according to which individua-
tion is based on ascriptive elements and so each kind concept has unique ascriptive elements in
its mode of presentation. But this is an easy requirement to meet: even Oscar’s concept of arthri-
tis has a unique ascriptive element, viz., that it is that condition which relevant experts refer to
as “arthritis”. ~Which is not to say that every concept is individuated by an associated term.!

9 Bealer characterizes his argument as “transcendental”: he takes the falsity of global scien-
tific essentialism~roughly, the view that empirical facts partially determine the referent ofevery
term! as a requirement for the success of local scientific essentialism~roughly, the view that empir-
ical facts partially determine the referent ofsometerms!.

10 Interestingly, this acquiescence probably qualifies as free on some compatibilist “deep self”
accounts of freedom. For, upon reflection, we are likely to endorse this acquiescence, since it
allows for a breadth of knowledge unavailable to one who insists on performing all of the concep-
tual labor oneself. And “deep self” accounts allow that non-deliberate acquiescence which we would
reflectively endorse can be free.

11 The individualistic consequences of this view are worth emphasizing. Concepts and conceiv-
ability are linked: the boundaries of a concept are logically tied to conceivability intuitions. Only
individuals canhaveconcepts and conceivability intuitions. Communities can have practices, but
these practices determine, at most, the actual-world extensions of a term such as “water”. The
modal and intensional features of “water”, including the fact that water is identical to H2O, depend
on individual dispositions to characterize hypothetical cases, and thus depend on individual con-
cepts. This means that shared concepts are defined by, and derivative from, the individual con-
cepts which are logically linked to such dispositions. As I said in note 5, my argument offers
some support for individualism by showing how individualism can accommodate some key intu-
itions behind anti-individualism, such as the intuition that linguistic labor is divided.
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12 The two-dimensional account is not original with Jackson or Chalmers, and some of its
proponents are not concerned with maintaininga priori philosophical methodology. Chalmers
acknowledges his debts as follows. “This@two-dimensional# framework is a synthesis of ideas
suggested by Kripke, Putnam, Kaplan, Stalnaker, Lewis, Evans, Davies and Humberstone, and
others who have addressed these two-dimensional phenomena.”~1996, 56!

13 “Even if it is a microphysical fact that H2O is a waterish stuff around here, it is not a micro-
physical fact that it isthe waterish stuff around here.”~B&S 1999, 19! Compare my~1999a!,
footnote 15. They do not address the strategy I consider in that paper: using the causal closure of
the physical, together with the denial of overdetermination, to conclude that nothing nonphysical
fills the “water” role.

14 Could one defer about a conceivably nonphysical kind? I don’t see why not. The spiritual-
ist may defer to religious or psychic authorities about the nature of spirits; the Platonist may defer
to philosophers about the nature of justice. This suggests that Step 2 needn’t even be a specifi-
cally empirical premise. I gloss over this possibility in what follows.

15 The opponents of B&S who favor the two-dimensional account defend it on principled epi-
stemic grounds like those which support CBJ. Any commitment to a particular ontological thesis
about the microphysical stems from this more basic epistemic commitment. For instance, Jackson
makes clear that his deep methodological point is independent of a particular ontological posi-
tion. In arguing for the “entry by entailment” thesis, on which he bases his conceptual approach
to reduction, Jackson says: “although the argument was developed for the special case of physical-
ism and the psychological, the argument did not depend crucially on matters local to that special
case. We could have argued in the same general way in the case of physicalism and the semantic,
or in the case of Cartesian dualism and the semantic, or in the case of Berkeleyan idealism and
physical objects.”~Jackson 1998, 26!

16 “The role of identities is to disallow some questions@such aswhat explains this?# and allow
others @such ashow can two terms denote the same thing?#.” B&S ~1999, 24!. Compare Pap-
ineau~1998!.

17 The folk may have evidence for the existence of some kinds which is epistemically so basic
that nothing can override it. Introspective evidence for phenomenal kinds is the most obvious can-
didate here.

18 Compare Bonjour’s~1997! argument for the more general conclusion that all empirical jus-
tification depends ultimately ona priori justification. ~Bonjour 1997!

19 A strict parallel to the zombie argument would exploit the conceivability of “H2O does not
have the same microstructure as the watery stuff around here”. I use the conceivability of “the
watery stuff around here does not have microstructure H2O”, and the conceivability of “the watery
stuff around here has microstructure XYZ” because these are familiar cases. Given that H2O is
distinct from XYZ, each “the watery stuff around here has microstructure XYZ” and “the watery
stuff around here does not have microstructure H2O” individually entails “H2O does not have the
same microstructure as the watery stuff around here”.

20 Levine expresses doubts about this strategy. “The point is, we know a lot already about
how the physical world is put together, and how information can be processed by physical sys-
tems. If the conceptual tools this knowledge provides aren’t enough to bridge the explanatory gap...
it’s totally unclear what else could be on the horizon.”~Levine 1998, 472!

21 In a similar vein, Tye suggests that the conceivability of each conjunct, on its own, explains
the apparent conceivability of the conjunction which is crucial to Block’s~1978! “Chinese-body”
argument against reducing intentional states.~Tye 1995, 199–200!

22 More needs to be done to show that physicalism is compatible with phenomenal concepts’
special mode of referring. Dualists can argue that the fact that phenomenal concepts uniquely
refer—by simulating their referents, say—actually undermines physicalism, as follows. Simulat-
ing a phenomenal state, and hence instantiating the relevant phenomenal property, is required to
truly understand the phenomenal property; instantiating a physical property is never required to
truly understand the physical property; therefore, phenomenal properties are significantly differ-
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ent from physical properties. It is not a sufficient explanation to say that this difference lies merely
in a difference in how these properties are conceived, since it persists even if we acknowledge
the different modes of reference. Denying physical-phenomenal identities provides a better alter-
native explanation.~This is just a sketch of a possible argument; for development of a similar
line, see Gertler~2001!.!

23 Earlier versions of Section III were presented in April 2000 at Tucson 2000: Towards a
Science of Consciousness, and at the APA Central Division 2000 meeting in Chicago. I thank the
audiences there and my commentator at the APA, Al Martinich. I delivered an abbreviated ver-
sion of the entire paper at the University of Wisconsin–Madison in September 2000, and received
numerous useful comments. I am deeply grateful to many individuals who have generously pro-
vided comments on various sections at various points, including Felicia Ackerman, Alex Byrne,
Dave Chalmers, Jamie Dreier, Steve Horst, Trenton Merricks, Jim Pryor, Sam Rickless, Ted Sider,
Elliott Sober, Steve Yablo, and an anonymous referee for this journal. Special thanks go to Wil-
liam Lycan for provocative objections and helpful suggestions.
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