Fodor and Peacocke on concept possession
Question: Which one is prior : being a concept or  having a concept?

                                                  ( Fodor)                       ( Peacocke)   

Jerry Fodor and Christopher Peacocke seem to have parting starting points. Which one is prior in the order of analysis? Being a concept or having a concept?  Fodor takes it that the classical order of analysis first asks ‘what  is to be a concept X?’ and then raises the question ‘what it is for someone to have the given concept X ?’ Peacocke thinks it is legitimate to make our starting point the  question  ‘what it is for a thinker to have or possess some concept?’. But this, by no means, prevents the answer to the previous question as giving us at the same time an answer to ‘what is to be a concept?’ Thus an account of possession conditions for the concept X can thereby serve as an account of the identity conditions for the concept X.  Even if we focus on the having of concept X, this does not imply for Peacocke a model of having a concept as analogous to the having of a piece of pie.
Fodor on the other hand seems to conceive in some sense the possession condition of a concept as the having of concepts. On Fodor’s view concepts are  mental representations, or if one might prefer representational vehicles which necessarily carry content or meaning. As symbols they acquire their content through their causal partake in the world, like the world impinges on them. Fodor denies (Fodor 1998) that any of the inferential liaisons of concepts are constitutive of their content. On Fodor’s view concepts are the signs of what they signify. The idea that somehow  meaning reduces to natural content or information promises for some like Fodor and Dretske to provide a solution to the puzzling question of finding a place for meaning or content in the natural world. In the case of natural content, or meaning certain vehicles naturally carry it, they are the signs of what they signify.  Signs like clouds which may signify rain, or the number of rings of a tree, which may signify its age, are in turn natural signs, have what is usually dubbed as natural content (or meaning).  Consider  another  representational vehicle: A traffic sign is a physical object just like many other objects and it gives information to the driver. Suppose that in this case the information is  some sort of instruction like: ‘do not turn right’.  In this case perhaps it the same information which can be expressed via the picture in the sign and the written or uttered sentence ‘Do not turn right’. So those vehicles- the traffic sign and the written sentence ‘do not turn right’ might be viewed as carrying two token contents of the same type. 
Very roughly Fodor treats concepts (which signify predicates) as the mental analogues of words, those corresponding to predicates like DOORNOB, BLUE, DOG, RED etc. On Fodor’s  view ‘the concept DOG is that mental particular the possession of which allows one to represent—bring before one’s mind dogs as such’. ( Fodor 2003:15)  Concepts are primarily the symbols in an inner language of thought. As symbols they are concrete syntactic particulars whereas at the same time they carry content. Further like words they satisfy a type-token distinction.  Thus when you and I think  DOG apparently, for Fodor, our concepts are concepts of the same type. As tokens, concepts are mental particulars endowed with causal powers primarily because of their syntactic properties, as types they have semantic import (conditions of semantic evaluation).  Since computation is on Fodor’s view some kind of operation on the syntax of symbols, concepts can be causally efficacious in virtue of participating in causal chains of thoughts, in virtue of their syntactic properties like shape. Their semantic properties however are tuned  with their syntactic properties because thinking is classical computation.  Further, simple concepts combine to yield in a mathematically specifiable manner complex concepts and sentences. The existence of such concepts explains at the same time how language and thought can be productive and systematic, thus compositional (for Fodor). Compositionality here is taken to explain both how speakers can produce novel sentences out of a finite basis of concepts as well as how the ability to think ( aRb: John loves Mary) implies the ability to think (bRa: Mary loves John) 
 
Peacocke, on the other hand elaborates a more technical account of possession conditions embedded within a framework which is supposed to combine epistemological, ontological and other considerations. Peacocke’s elaboration of the possession conditions of specific concepts like   conjunction, natural number and others he discusses is supposed to provide a theory of sense for a truth conditional theory of meaning.
Peacocke writes: 
‘In A Study of Concepts’ ‘possession condition’ was used somewhat proprietorially for conditions for possessing a concept which could be cast in what I there called ‘the A(C)’form. In simple cases, that form is given by the schema ‘The concept F is that concept C to possess which the thinker must meet the condition A(C) , where it is required that the concept F not feature, identified as such, within the scope of the thinker’s propositional attitudes in the material in A(C). The idea was that the concept is individuated by its role in a thinker’s psychological economy, and that if the role really exhaust the identity of the concept, we should need only the variable ‘C’ within the scope of the thinker’s propositional attitudes in individuating that concept.’ ( Peacocke 1998: 130) 
Peacocke’s 1992 account is guided by the following two theses:
Distinctness of Concepts Concepts C and D are distinct if and only if there are two complete propositional contents that differ at most in that one contains C substituted in one or more places for D, and one of which is potentially informative while the other is not’. (Peacocke 1992: 2)
Principle of Dependence: There can be nothing more to the nature of a concept than is determined by a correct account of the capacity of a thinker who has mastered the concept to have propositional attitudes to contents containing that concept ( a correct account of ;grasping the concept’ (Peacoce 1992: 5)
To come to a further elucidation of ‘possession condition’  Peacocke writes
‘As a theory of meaning should be a theory of understanding, so a theory of concepts should be a theory of concept possession.’ (Peacocke ob cit) 

A simple example of the general form is the following treatment of the concept of conjunction

‘Conjunction is that concept C to possess which a thinker must find transitions that are instances of the following forms primitively compelling, and must do so because they are of these forms:

I  p                    II                           

   q                               pCq                 pCq

-----------------------------------------------------------

    pCq                           p                        q     (6)

Fodor ‘The idea is that the first and second of these rules validate inferences from premises that contain CONJUNCTION to conclusions that don’t; and the third validates inferences from premises that don’t contain CONJUNCTION to conclusions that do. The validity of these inferences is all there is to conjunction…For Peacocke accepting that such inferences are valid in virtue of their form is all there is to having the concept conjunction.’ (Fodor 2004:41)
We can interpret the above in two following ways:

It could either be the case

a) ‘the inferences having the forms they do is (e.g. causally sufficient) for one’s finding them compelling’ or 

b) ‘Their having the forms they do is one’s reason for finding them compelling.’ (Fodor 2004:41)

Fodor attacks the above explanation of the meaning, or possession conditions of ‘and’ under intepretation b.
Fodor asks us to imagine a case of someone accepting the sentence ‘ If John swims and Mary swims  then John and Mary swim.’ What does it mean that someone finds primitively compelling this sentence in virtue of its form?  
It can’t be the logical form of the sentence, because that is what you get if you substitute everything in the above sentence except for the logical connectives. It can’t be syntactic form because syntax has nothing on Fodor’s view to do with validity. In effect he seems to attack the interpretation b of Peacocke’s proposal for the meaning of the logical connective. And this objection at least prima facie seems to be decisive.
What about the first interpretation? Why cannot for instance tacit knowledge of rules I and II causally guide one to find such transitions primitively compelling? The only consideration I could find in Fodor’s with regard to this problem was the following:

After all, the inferential role of a concept has to do with which of the arguments it’s involved in are valid.  Whereas which concepts a creature possesses depends on what mental states it’s in. In consequence, the constraints on formulation of possession conditions are arguably quite different from the constraints on implicit definitions….[The constraints are different] since whether an inference is valid does not depend on anyone’s mental states. [does not invove propositional attitudes at all] (Fodor op cit.)
 Does Fodor offer an argument against the view, say that tacit knowledge of the elimination and introduction rules for AND is  what underlies our ability to think conjunctive thoughts?

Here Fodor seems to only offer a very general consideration which he calls the circularity objection. Though it is legitimate to provide the above rules as introduction and elimination rules for the concept of conjunction, the very existence of such principles and the fact that we can define them cannot at the same time provide us with an account of understanding or ‘grasping’ as he puts it a concept. We could think of many new ways to define many new concepts that do not give us an account of grasping or understanding them. The only way in which one  can accept the above sentence as somehow primitively compelling is according to Fodor if one already knows the meaning of AND or CONJUNCTION or if someone already has AND. 

Fodor’s very general argument seems to be that to account for the possession conditions of an F (the concept we try to explicate) we must not mention F in the clauses in C in A ( C ). This by Peacocke’s own lights would deem the account  circular. Fodor’s point as I understand it is that C cannot be specified but with the aid of F, the very concept we are trying to explicate. Fodor writes ‘understanding S is prior in the order of analysis to grasping its role in inference.’ ‘It’s alright for a theory about the content of ‘and’ to presuppose a language in which [the concept of] conjunction can be expressed. But a theory of learning [the concept of] conjuncton mustn’t presuppose a mind to which [the concept] of conjunction is already available.’ ‘I think much the same objection holds against Peacocke’s attempt to reconstruct the possession condition for [the concept of] conjunction from the inferential role that its implicit definition specifies.’ ( Fodor 2004: 43)
What I think we must do is deny the thesis that ‘understanding S is prior to grasping its role in inference.’ Or ‘that a theory of learning the concept of conjunction mustn’t presuppose a mind in which [the concept of conjunction] is available.’ 
Aristotle in discussing  whether actuality is prior to possibility seems according to Michael Frede use what we may dub as two notions of priority: priority in time and priority in nature. We can understand priority in time as follows: is the ability say to build a house somehow prior to the exercise of the ability in question, thus building? For Aristotle, though the ability to build a house is prior in time to the exercise of that ability- building, it is the very exercise of the ability (building) which is invoked to learn acquire or exercise the ability. Though particular abilities come first, the way to acquire the ability invokes the very exercise of that ability. On this view we do and do not share abilities since it is evident that people exercise differently different of their abilities. However, though the ability of walking is prior in time to its exercise- walking, it is not prior in nature. Priority in nature can be roughly illustrated thus as: something is prior to something else, when one can exist without the other.  But why isn’t the ability to walk prior in nature to walking? On Aristotle’s view we cannot really exercise the abilities in question unless we understand what such an ability is for.  Aristotle then according to Frede thinks  that learning something presupposes that ‘you have something or other of what you have learnt’. In that sense the walking is prior in nature to the ability of walking. 

If we follow the above trail of thought is it the case that we find Fodor’s circularity objection to Peacocke’s account ill grounded? Perhaps we do, because by insisting that exercising some ability is prior in nature to the ability itself we in effect disarm the teeth of the circularity objection. On the other hand it was suggested that at the same time an ability is prior in time to its exercise. It is not the case that learning presupposes nothing at all.  Perhaps what the previous showed is that it would be pointless to insist that an A(C) account of the possession conditions for a concept, say F must not contain in C, F.   
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� This is a reproduction of what was suggested in Frede’s class. I took faithful notes and only mildly readjusted them. The whole paragraph could have been put in quotes.
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