ELISABETH CAMP

PUTTING
THOUGHTS TO
WORK

CENTRAL QUESTIONS
•What does it take to have “conceptual thought”, as
opposed to mere “basic thought”?
•Put in a more theory-neutral way: what are the most
interesting features of our representational systems that
make them so powerful, and which other animals (if any)
share these features?

THE GENERALITY CONSTRAINT
“It seems to me that there must be a sense in which thoughts
are structured. The thought that John is happy has
something in common with the thought that Harry is happy,
and something in common with the thought that John is
sad.”
—Gareth Evans, The Varieties of Reference

THE GENERALITY CONSTRAINT
“If a subject can be credited with the thought that a is F
then he must have the conceptual resources for entertaining
the thought that a is G, of every property of being G of
which he has a conception.”
—Gareth Evans, The Varieties of Reference

The Language-of-Thought Hypothesis
•The mind is literally an information-processing device
—a piece of software running on the brain.
•Beliefs, desires, etc. are literally tokens of sentences
that our mind uses to represent, store, and compute
information.
•Depending on “where” in the system these sentences
are tokened, they count as beliefs, desires, etc.
•(Fodor often talks about the “desire box” and the
“belief box”, etc. Kukla and Walmsley talk about
“bins” instead”)
•These “boxes” are defined functionally, not spatially.

Question
Why think that thoughts are like sentences?

Analogy 1: Productivity and Recursivity
If you speak a natural language, you can use and understand
infinitely many sentences:
•John loves his mother.
•John loves his mother’s mother.
•John loves his mother’s mother’s mother. […]
Similarly, you can think an infinite number of thoughts.
•the thought that John loves his mother
•the thought that John loves his mother’s mother.
•the thought that John loves his mother’s mother’s mother. […]

Analogy 2: Systematicity
If you understand this sentence:
•Jay loves Bey.
Then you also understand this sentence:
•Bey loves Jay.
Similarly, if you can have this thought:
•The belief that Jay loves Bey
Then you can also have this thought:
•The belief that Bey loves Jay
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Analogy 3: Vocabulary and Conceptual Repertoire
Socrates didn’t have the following words in his vocabulary
•dog
•therefore
So, he couldn’t understand sentences that contained those words.
Socrates didn’t possess the following concepts:
•carburator
•cell phone
So, he couldn’t have thoughts about things of these kinds.

Analogy 4: Logical Relations
In a language, logical relationships depend on internal sentence
structure. Consider the following argument:
•If Fodor is right, we have computers in our heads.
•Fodor is right
•Therefore: we have computers in our heads.

Analogy 4: Logical Relations
Practical syllogism is sensitive to the structure of our thoughts in the
same way:
that I will get a good
grade on the test
only if I will study
belief

that I will get a good
grade on the test
desire

I will study
executive control

The Explanation: Compositionality
The meaning of a sentence is systematically determined by the
meanings of its basic parts (words/morphemes), together with the
syntactic structure in which they’re arranged.
The propositional content of a thought is determined by the contents
of its parts (concepts) together with the way in which the thought is
structured.

BASIC COGNITION
“…cognitive states and abilities have the function of indicating or
representing aspects of the world, and are capable of interacting with
a range of other such states and abilities to produce action aimed at
achieving the creature’s goals. Further, although the basis for a
cognitive ability may be sensory or innate, I will assume that the
ability must itself be applicable on the basis of, and revisable as a
result of, a range of different experiences; this differ- entiates
cognitive states from purely perceptual ones while also allowing for
the possibility of innate concepts like object or agent.”
—Camp. p.279

MINIMALISM
“The minimalist about concepts claims that systematically
recombinable cognitive abilities are eo ipso conceptual, because that
they satisfy all of the basic tasks we’ve identified for concepts to
perform.”
—Camp. p.280

• On this view, dog thought and bee thought (etc.) may be
quantitatively different from ours, but it is not qualitatively
different.

INTELLECTUALISM
“I’ll call the view that only creatures with language can think ‘intellectualism.’”
—Camp. p.283

• On this view, our thought is qualitatively different from animals.
Our representational system is different from theirs in a basic
way, somehow having to do with language.

WHAT MAKES HUMAN THOUGHT UNIQUE?
“Most normal seven-year-olds can engage in something like the
following train of thought and action: they can wonder what a
peanut butter and mayonnaise sandwich would taste like, make
one and take a bite from it, discover that it’s nasty and throw it
away, and lie to their father when asked about the half-eaten
remains. No other animals seem capable of anything like these
thoughts, even after extensive training. Why not?”
—Camp. p.283

LANGUAGE
“For it is quite remarkable that there are no men so dull-witted or stupid—
and this includes even madmen—that they are incapable of arranging
various words together and forming an utterance from them in order to
make their thoughts understood; whereas there is no other animal, however
perfect and well-endowed it may be, that can do the like.... This shows not
merely that the beasts have less reason than men, but that they have no
reason at all: for ... it would be incredible that a superior specimen of the
monkey or parrot species should not be able to speak as well as the
stupidest child—or at least as well as a child with a defective brain—if their
souls were not completely different in nature from ours.”
—Descartes

LANGUAGE
“Can a creature have a belief if it does not have the concept of belief? It
seems to me that it cannot, and for this reason. Someone cannot have a
belief unless he understands the possibility of being mistaken, and this
requires grasping the contrast between truth and error true belief and false
belief. But this contrast ... can emerge only in the context of interpretation,
which alone forces us to the idea of an objective, public truth.”
—Donald Davidson

LANGUAGE AND METACOGNITION
1. In order to have a belief, one must understand the possibility of being
mistaken;
2. In order to understand the possibility of being mistaken, one must have a
concept of belief;
3. In order to acquire the concept of belief, one must interpret another’s
linguistic utterances.
—Camp, paraphrasing Davidson

METACOGNITION
“The requirement that one understand the possibility of being mistaken might
be construed in several ways. It might require either that one believe that
one’s own beliefs could be in error, or else that someone else’s could;
likewise, it might require that one believe, of every belief in a given set, that
it might be in error, or else just that one believe that there might be some
false belief or other in the set. All of these variations share two basic
assumptions, though: first, in order to think conceptual thoughts, one must be
able to think higher-order (specifically, modal) thoughts about thoughts and
their truth-values; and second, one must realize that beliefs ‘‘aim at’’ truth.”
—Camp, p.285

WHY NOT METACOGNITION?
“It seems plausible that a creature who explicitly reflects upon the epistemic
credentials of its thoughts will be more efficient at noticing its errors, and that it will
therefore learn more efficiently; perhaps it will also be more proactive about
seeking evidence to test its beliefs…. But a thinker can only apply epistemic
reflection to those first-order thoughts that it already thinks. And by itself,
appreciating the possibility of error does little to increase the range of such
thoughts, or the range of uses to which the thinker can put them. Nor would
bestowing the ability to speak on a creature with basic cognition by itself give it
dramatically more to say: it could only express thoughts that it had already been
prompted to think, and it would only hear utterances that were produced by other,
similarly limited creatures.”
—Camp, p.285

QUESTION:
What other reasons might we have for thinking that our
language capacity makes our thinking capacity qualitatively
unique?

STIMULUS-INDEPENDENCE
“…genuine thought involves a clear distinction between representation and
represented, so that the former can occur even in the latter’s absence. We
might put the point like this. Because thoughts are at least partly constituted
by their contents, understanding a thought requires grasping the conditions
required for its satisfaction. But if a thinker really does grasp those
conditions of satisfaction, as opposed to simply being confronted by the
conditions themselves, then its grasp of those conditions should be relatively
independent of its current circumstances. Otherwise, the world, and not the
thinker, is shouldering the bulk of the representational burden. And if this is
so, then that ‘‘thinker’’ really is just a passive reactor.
—Camp, p.288

INSTRUMENTAL REASONING
“The most minimal and plausible way I can imagine for a creature to
achieve greater stimulus-independence is though instrumental reason- ing.12
When a creature reasons instrumentally, it recognizes a way to achieve a
goal that it cannot achieve directly, by bringing about a sub- sidiary state of
affairs. In order to do this, it must represent that sub- sidiary state while
realizing both that this state does not actually obtain and that its obtaining
would help to achieve the primary goal. To count as a case of genuine
reasoning, the creature’s recognition of the connection between the two
states must be established through sponta- neous ‘‘insight’’: that is, it must be
neither directly ‘‘afforded’’ by its environment nor established through trialand-error or operant conditioning.”
—Camp, p.292

