Discussion Questions for the Book Symposium on Tyler Burge’s Works

Foundations of Mind: Philosophical Essays, v. 2 (2007)
1. The status of the claim of anti-individualism
Anti-individualism is a claim about the constitutive condition for an individual to be in a certain representational mental state: many representational mental states and events are constitutively what they are partly by virtue of relations between the individual in those states and a wider reality (3). It is a conceptual claim about the nature of representational mental states. Instead of putting forward general arguments[footnoteRef:1], Burge tried to establish the claim by entertaining (four) different thought experiments.  [1:  It is only later that general grounds for anti-individualism are offered in Origins of Objectivity, 73-82.] 

(1) Why did Burge adopt the method of specific thought experiments, rather than provide general arguments?
a. Did this say anything about Burge’s philosophical methodology?
b. Is there anything about the general grounds for anti-individualism (some aspects of the nature of representational states) that makes it more suitable to use specific thought experiments for argument or illustration?
(2) In “Individualism and the Mental” (1979), Burge relied on “our actual practice of mentalistic attribution” to reject possible interpretations of the thought experiment on the arthritis case (117). One might wonder why a conceptual claim about the nature of mind had to rely on an empirical claim about our actual linguistic practice. Was this one of the places Burge wished he would have done differently, as he explained in his Postcript (2006), 157 & 162?[footnoteRef:2] If so, what would he have said instead (without the emphasis on language)? [2:  “If I were to rewrite ‘Individualism and the Mental’, what I would change most is some of its emphasis on issues in the philosophy of language. This emphasis was a sign of the times. It was partly necessary for clarifying exactly what I was claiming. Sometimes it did not distinguish issues about natural-language ascriptions of propositional attitudes from issues about the nature of the attitudes as sharply as I now would.” (157)] 


2. The motivation for anti-individualism
Anti-individualism is not a novel thesis about the nature of mind.[footnoteRef:3] Many traditional philosophers (from Aristotle to Frege) would agree that “concepts identities are inseparable from their specific intentional properties or functions” (292), and hence that representational mental states are to be individuated by factors beyond the individual. However, Burge’s “Individualism and the Mental” was “the first modern work to formulate anti-individualism clearly and to give specific convincing arguments for it” (181). What is it about the modern context of philosophy that makes it especially important to reflect on this old idea?  [3:  As Burge observed, “Anti-individualism is, however, very old—almost a commonplace in the history of philosophy” (181), and “most philosophers before the British Empiricists, including all Aristotelians, were anti-individualists … Even Descartes is not a clear case of an individualist” (303, fn. 17).] 

(1) Is it because there are influential trends in contemporary philosophy which have individualistic presuppositions (such as “meaning as use” in the philosophy of language, and “mind as brain or computer” or the notion of narrow content in the philosophy of mind), and which could not be successfully resisted if their individualistic presuppositions were not made explicit and criticized?
(2) In the history of philosophy, there have been philosophical systems with individualistic presuppositions (e.g., Hume’s). Why wasn’t there any earlier explicit formulation of, and argument for, anti-individualism? Are there any essential conceptual resources that traditional philosophers lack but we don’t (say, the causal theory of reference, the distinction between linguistic meaning and cognitive significance), so that an explicit formulation is available only in the modern context?

3. The implications of anti-individualism: The effect of anti-individualism on the mind-body relations[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Cf. Burge’s later comments: “although anti-individualism opens new ways to think about the mind-body problem and about scepticism, it does not by itself purport to resolve either issue” (Origins of Objectivity, 73)] 

Can anti-individualism refute token identity theories, especially Davidson’s Anomalous Monism?[footnoteRef:5] Davidson claims that a representational mental state can be individuated in terms of factors beyond the individual, and nonetheless be an inner state. According to Davidson, beliefs are just like sunburns, which are individuated in terms of the individual’s relations to the environment, but still states of skin being describable in non-intentional terms. In contrast, Burge insists that there is an important difference between beliefs and sunburns in that what the concept of sunburn picks out can be described in other (purely physiological) ways, but unlike sunburns, we have no way of identifying the bodily states that are alleged to be beliefs independently of features of beliefs.[footnoteRef:6] In other words, what the concept of belief picks out cannot be described in other ways, that is, using non-intentional terms, and hence beliefs are not inner states (describable in non-intentional terms). But the question is: Why is it that beliefs can be picked out only by using intentional terms (beliefs are describable only in intentional terms)? In so insisting, does Burge beg the question against Anomalous Monism? Perhaps, we need to examine the premises of AM in order to show that beliefs resist non-intentional descriptions, on which Burge has done a nice job by criticizing the second premise of AM, the cause-law thesis (354).  [5:  To this question, Burge’s position is this: “I do think that certain mental events that are necessarily individuated by reference to things outside the body are not identical with any event in the body describable via kind terms of the physical sciences.” (1993, 353, fn. 8)]  [6:  “we know how to identify sunburned states of the skin in systematic and explanatory ways that are completely independent of the fact that they are sunburns. … We have no such ways of identifying states of the body that (putatively) are beliefs, independently of assumptions about the belief.” (1993, 353)] 


4. The implications of anti-individualism: The effect of anti-individualism on the traditional view of concepts & the traditional view of a priori reflection
On the one hand, Burge claims, in opposition to Putnam, that anti-individualism does not pose any threat to the traditional view of concepts commonly held by the rationalist philosophers from Aristotle to Frege (291). However, on the other hand, Burge thinks that anti-individualism implies “a limited rationalism” (166) (as opposed to Peacocke’s classical rationalism), which denies that a concept user can always rely on reflection to bring to consciousness an implicit conception that explains his application of the concept.[footnoteRef:7] In short, anti-individualism poses a challenge, not to the traditional rationalist view of concepts, but to the traditional rationalist view of a priori reflection. I wonder how these two lines of thought are related. Can we say something more general about the relationship between anti-individualism and rationalism?[footnoteRef:8] [7:  “Most traditional accounts of a priori reflection have, like Peacocke’s, assumed that a conception of the rule associated with application of the concept is—at some implicit and unconscious, or subliminally conscious level—fully formed in any individual that has the concept. Reflection was seen as just a matter of bringing to consciousness and fully articulating a conception or rule that is already present in the mind. (“Reply to Peacocke”, 387)]  [8:  “Rationalism is the view that some human knowledge has justification or warrant that does not depend for its justifying role on sense experience.” (Truth, Thought, Reason: Essays on Frege, 59)] 


5. In “Other Bodies”, Burge said that “Adam’s having attitudes whose contents involve the notion of water does not entail the existence of water” (98), and also that “Adam’s de dicto attitudes involving the notion of water do presuppose the existence of other entities”(96).[footnoteRef:9] But how can it be the case that Adam can think with the concept of water without there being any water at all? We can have empty concepts (e.g., the concept of witch or unicorn), but the concept of water is a natural kind concept. If there were no water, the concept we have been applying would be a different one (“something that is colorless, wet, …”), but not the concept of water. [9:  C“An individual can have concepts that do have representata without the individual’s bearing causal relations to the representata. Some elements in the periodic table were specified before they were discovered. Even common-sense, kind-concepts such as water or aluminum could in principle be associated, perhaps by aliens, with imaginings and theoretical knowledge that would suffice to fix their content, without any veridical representations of, or causal relations to, particulars of which the concept is true. In such cases, representation depends on association with other representational states that are veridical and that bear causal relations to a suitably related subject matter. See the last pages of ‘Other Bodies’.” (the Origin of Empirical Objectivity, fn. 13, 71)] 


6. To what general question is anti-individualism an answer? Since anti-individualism is a view about the constitutive conditions of representational mental states (it claims that “the natures of many mental states are constitutively dependent on relations to the environment”, 2010, p. 63), the question to which it is an answer is this: What is it for a person to be in a certain representational mental state, say, a belief that p?
(1) If this is the general question, can we give an answer in a more general form: what it is for S to have a belief that p is …. ?
(2) Consider two possible answers.
(N) What it is for S to have a belief that p is for S to stand in a certain relation to the environment containing …
[What it is for S’s mental state to have the content that p is for S to stand in a certain relation to the environment containing …]
(R) What it is for S to have a belief that p is for S to be responsible to the norms of rationality constitutive of the concepts contained in p.
[What it is for S’s mental state to have the content that p is for S to be responsible to the norms of rationality constitutive of the concepts contained in p.]

7. We may distinguish the following three different but related questions about concepts. How would Burge answer them respectively? In his view, how are these questions related? To what question is anti-individualism an answer?
(1) The condition of individuating a concept:
What is it for a certain concept to be the concept it is? How is a concept to be individuated?
(2) The condition of possessing a concept:
What is it for a person to possess a certain concept? 
(3) The condition of having a thought (thinking with a concept):
What is it for a person to think with a certain concept? What is it for a person to be in a mental state containing a certain concept?

Truth, Thought, Reason: Essays on Frege (2005)
1. Frege’s rationalism and anti-individualism
(1) Burge acknowledges that it is important for him to see “the way that Frege’s rationalism guided his conception of sense” (vi), for he sees Frege’s idealized conception of sense (as distinguished from linguistic meaning) as the most important discovery he has made in working on Frege (57). 
The question: How does Frege’s rationalism guide his conception of sense?
(2) How does this view of Frege’s work make “an important contribution to anti-individualism” (57)? How is Frege’s rationalism related to his anti-individualism? In what way is Frege’s committed to anti-individualism?
[“My discovery of Frege’s application of anti-individualistc views to mathematics and his understanding of sense within a rationalist framework made an important contribution to my thinking about meaning, mind, and knowledge. It enriched the development of anti-individualism. It also enriched the development of rationalism, a topic I will discuss shortly.” (57)]
(3) Burge observed that the revival of anti-individualism makes the rationalist view of mind relevant to contemporary thinking.[footnoteRef:10] Logically speaking, how are these two views (the rationalist view of mind and anti-individualsim) related? [10:  “The idea that mind is to be partly explained in terms of rational structures that are more fundamental than individual minds is also a traditional rationalist view. This view was largely ignored until very late in the twentieth century. It too was out of step with accounts of meaning in terms of use or confirmation procedures. It took the revival of anti-individualism to make the view seem relevant to contemporary thinking.” (Introduction, 62)] 


2. According to Burge, what is original about Frege’s rationalism that makes it “less vulnerable to some of the traditional objections” (318)?
[“whereas Frege maintained with the rationalist tradition that understanding certain truths justifies one in believing them, he developed an original conception of what is necessary for understanding. In particular, understanding presupposes inferential abilities, even where those inferences are not needed for epistemic support of belief in the thought that is understood.” (“Frege on Knowing the Foundation”, 318)
“What is original is his integration of these traditional views with his deep conception of what goes into adequate understanding. This conception rests on his method of finding logical structure through studying patterns of inference. Coming to an understanding of logical structure is necessary to full understanding of a thought. And understanding logical structure derives from seeing what structures are most fruitful in accounting for the patterns of inference that we reflectively engage in.” (“Frege on Knowing the Foundation”, 354)]

3. Burge on Frege’s theory of sense
According to Frege, all linguistic expressions (including singular terms, general terms, sentences, belief report) have sense and reference. Burge sees Frege’s theory of sense as a theory of thought and knowledge, but he does not entirely accept Frege’s theory. Howe does Burge modify Frege’s theory of sense?
	
	Sense
	Reference

	Proper names
	?
	Objects

	General terms
	MOP
	Concepts: f(objects, T/F)

	Sentences
	Thought
	T/F ?

	“p” in a belief-reporting sentence
	that p (the indirect sense of “p”)
	the thought “p” expresses (the ordinary sense of “p”)



Origins of Objectivity (2010)
1. The historical context of Burge’s view of empirical representation
In Origins of Objectivity, Burge argues against “(compensatory) Individual Representationalism” (IR), the idea that objective empirical representation is impossible without the individual’s capacity to represent some constitutive conditions for such representation (13). There are at least two forms of IR: the first form (found in British Empiricists, Russell, Moore, Broad) requires that the individual be capable of a more primitive form of representation, i.e., representation of proto-objective elements such as sense-data or appearances, and the second form (found in rationalist philosophers, neo-Kantians, Sellars, Strawson, Quine, Davidson) requires that the individual be capable of representing general preconditions on objectivity. The shared idea is that ordinary perception is constitutively deficient and needs further representational help (20). In contrast, Burge argues that “objective empirical representation of the environment is possible even though no constitutive preconditions for such representation are representable in the individual’s psychology” (14).
(1) Being reminded of the fact that anti-individualism is not a novel claim, we may wonder if Burge’s view of empirical representation has any historical precedent. Does anyone hold a similar position in the history of philosophy?
(2) As (IR) covers a variety of positions (both empiricist and rationalist positions), we may wonder what is their common mistake. To this, Burge’s conjecture is that “a tendency to overrate the role of individuals in determining the nature of their representational powers might be close to the common root” (22), but he wants to leave the question open. Focusing on second-family views (which includes the idea that having perceptual experience requires having thought), Burge’s diagnosis is that “they rest on mistaken theories of perception” (22). In addition to arguing that they are mistaken, does Burge have any diagnosis about what leads to their mistake?
(3) Seeing that anti-individualism has many philosophical implications, we may also wonder if this is also the case with rejecting (IR). What are the implications for rejecting (IR)?
(4) Why is it important to deny (IR) in this historical context? In particular, why is it so important to get our view of perception right?

2. The arguments for Rejecting (IR)
To reject (IR), Burge uses two arguments: an appeal to perceptual anti-individualism and an appeal to empirical psychology of perception.
(1) Anti-individualism and Rejection of (IR)
Burge explains that although anti-individualism in the general form is compatible with some type of (IR), perceptual anti-individualism (a specific form of anti-individualism) is incompatible with all types of (IR).
a. How is this specific form of anti-individualism related to the general form of (AI)? Are we to understand the general form of anti-individualism in light of the specific form? If so, why?
b. Anti-individualism in its general form tells us that specific relations to the environment help determine the specific natures (or kinds) of representational states (69). Perceptual anti-individualism tells us that representational states of an empirical kind requires an individual’s standing in some causal relation to the environment. Besides perceptual anti-individualism, can we have other examples of specific forms of anti-individualism? For instance, what about other types of representational states, say, representational states about one’s own mental states? For representational states of first-personal mental kind to be possible, what sort of relation does the individual have to have to the environment?
c. Could other specific forms of anti-individualism also have significant implications like perceptual anti-individualism?
(2) The Philosophical Bearing of Empirical Psychology
In what way does Burge think that empirical psychology can be used to argue for a conceptual claim? In general, what does Burge see the relation between empirical science and philosophy?

3. In explaining the general grounds of anti-individualism, Burges introduces the principle of (B): 
(B) For an individual to have any representational state (such as a belief or perception) as of a subject matter, that state must be associated with some veridical representational states that bear referential, indicational, and attributional representational relations to a suitably related subject matter. (68)
(1) Clarifications: 
a. How to understand “referential, indicational, and attributional representational relations”? What is the difference between these representational relations? Any examples?
b. How to understand “having any representational states requires bearing certain “associational” relations to some veridical representational states” (68)? What kind of “association” relations does Burge have in mind?
[cf. “representation as of is impossible apart from psychological relations, perhaps through a chain of inheritance or communication, to veridical representation of some generically related subject matter” (69)]
[cf. “successful realization of a function forms a basis for understanding the function, and for understanding failures in realizing the function” (68)]
(2) How is (B) related to anti-individualism? Burges says that “(B) is closely related to anti-individualism” (69). But it is not clear how it is so. It seems that the role of (B) is to explain the teleological nature of representational states.
(3) Burge says that “anti-individualism provides a framework for explaining this teleology” (81). What does this mean?

4. To what question is Burge’s view of empirical representation (his rejection of (IR) an answer? 
I take the general question to be: “How is objective empirical representation (e.g., perceptual experience, empirical thinking) possible?” Or, “what is it necessary to make empirical representation possible or intelligible”(22)? To this question, (IR) claims that a subject S is capable of empirical representation only if S is capable of representing its preconditions. But Burge denies this.
(1) Can Burge give a full answer to the general question in such a form “S is capable of empirical representation if and only if …”?
(2) What is Burge’s notion of (empirical) objectivity? What are the constraints for any account of empirical objectivity? 
(3) According to Burge, what goes wrong in Davidson’s or McDowell’s accounts of empirical thinking? Can Burge’s account of empirical representation avoid the charge of being committed to “the Myth of the Given” or “the Scheme-Content Dualism”?
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