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1.  I say philosophy aims at synthetic theories of the actual world, to be evaluated by normal methods of scientific theory choice.

(The distinctive feature of philosophy is not that it has a special subject matter or method, but that it deals with theoretical issues that can't be simply resolved by empirical evidence.)  

(I'll focus on metaphysics—ethics, and logic and mathematics, are more complicated.)

I'll first deal with philosophers who say philosophy is analytic.  Then with those who say it is synthetic, but not a posteriori.  (By and large I'm not going to be revisionary of philosophy practice—my target is rather what philosophers say about their practice.)

2.  Plenty of contemporary philosophers say philosophy is centrally concerned with the analysis of concepts.  But when we look more closely it turns out that they may as well say that it is concerned with synthetic theories.

Brandom:
“If one does not believe that the inference from German nationality to cruelty is a good one, then one must eschew the concept Boche.”



“The concept temperature was introduced with certain criteria . . , of application and with certain consequences of application. . . .  The proper question to ask in evaluating  . . . a concept is . . . whether the inference embodied ought to be endorsed.” (Making it Explicit)

Jackson:
“. . . my intuitions reveal my theory of free action . . , your intuitions reveal your theory . . . to the extent that our intuitions coincide with those of the folk, they reveal the folk theory.” (From Metaphysics to Ethics.)    

3.  What’s the connection between concepts and theories?  Brandom is a verificationist: concepts are dispositions to make inferences; so they can be identified with theories.

But this has the ugly consequences that your concepts change whenever your theories change, and that you can’t use the words of a misguided theory to deny that its entities exist (‘there is no phlogiston’, ‘there are no witches’).

If you really want to call theories ‘concepts’ I’m not going to fuss.  But analysis of ‘concepts’ in this sense just is the articulation and evaluation of synthetic theories.

4.  Some reject verificationism about concepts because they are strong semantic externalists, and dismiss analytic knowledge on those grounds (Williamson).  But even if we aren’t externalists, it is very doubtful that analysis is important to philosophy.

The right way to think about the relation between a concept F and its embedding theory T(F) is in terms of Ramsey and Carnap sentences.  The Ramsey sentence ‘EΦ(T(Φ))’ is a synthetic theory.  The Carnap sentence is ‘If EΦ(T(Φ), then T(F))’.  This can be regarded as fixing the content of F and correspondingly as analytic.  

Contra Jackson, I say that it is the synthetic Ramsey sentence that sets the agenda for serious metaphysics, not the analytic Carnap sentence.  (We all have the concept of a soul, but this alone doesn’t make us try to ‘locate’ them.)

5.  Philosophers characteristically work with intuitions about possible cases.  But this is consistent with their being synthetic theorists.  Scientists use thought experiments too.

If philosophy deals with theoretical tangles, then thought experiments are a good way of making relevant assumptions explicit.

6.  Williamson (and Kornblith) agree with most of the above.  But Williamson demurs from calling philosophy a posteriori.  He thinks that philosophical intuitions have a special authoritative status that does not derive from empirical support.

But this seems inconsistent with other features of these intuitions.  Note how they don’t seem falsifiable in the way that scientific intuitions are. (There’s no room for actual cases to show us that luckily true believers (as in Gettier cases) are knowers.)  Some will conclude from this that philosophical intuitions are conceptual after all.  But I take this to show that they are ‘encapsulated’ in eg our knowledge-ascribing modules.

This does not augur well for their authority.  Encapsulated assumptions are characteristically pretty dumb, deriving from biology and/or tradition.  If they are to be preserved, they need the a posteriori backing of serious scientific scrutiny. 

7.  Some say that philosophy is a synthetic but a priori investigation of the necessary conditions of experience.  Such investigations might be thought to be a priori (a) in starting with features of our experience and/or (b) in assuming that certain experiential features presuppose such-and-such a world.

As to (a), it’s not clear why knowledge of our experiences should count as a priori, however exactly it works.  Won’t that make synthetic a priori knowledge trivial?  Moreover, such knowledge is input to empirical study of the mind/brain, as much as to philosophical reflection.

What about (b)—what Mark Sacks calls the ‘ampliative step’ in a transcendental argument?

p (we have experience of succession)

p -> q (if such experience is possible, the world must involve something invariant) 

q

We want the second step to be synthetic, and not just the analytic observation that experience of succession is per se experience of invariance.  But how then can it be a priori?  How can mere reflection on the structure of experience (as opposed to a posteriori investigation) tell us about the world? 

8.  Doesn’t philosophy deal in necessities, not contingencies—and doesn’t this require a priori methods (here the conceptual analysts and the transcendentalists may agree)?  No, there are a posteriori necessities, in philosophy as in science.  In so far as either is concerned with facts of actual identity, origin, or constitution, it will automatically be concerned with modal matters.

But don’t philosophers focus primarily on the modal issue, and only draw conclusions about actuality incidentally?  Not necessarily: we can see the modal reflection as simply a way of clarifying out actual-world commitments, which then need to be assessed a posteriori.

