abstract
Jenkins has developed a theory of the a priori that she claims solves the problem of how justification regarding our concepts can give us justification regarding the world. She claims that concepts themselves can be justified, and that beliefs formed by examining such concepts can be justified a priori. I object that we can have a priori justified beliefs with unjustified concepts if those beliefs have no existential import. I then argue that only beliefs without existential import can be justified a priori on the widely held conceptual approach. This limits the scope of the a priori and undermines arguments for de re essentialism.

Justified Concepts and the Limits of the Conceptual Approach to the A Priori 
(Penultimate draft)

Jenkins has developed a theory of the a priori that she claims solves the problem of how justification regarding our concepts can give us justification regarding the world. She claims that concepts themselves can be justified, and that beliefs formed by examining such concepts can be justified a priori. I object that we can have a priori justified beliefs with unjustified concepts if those beliefs have no existential import. I then argue that only beliefs without existential import can be justified a priori on the widely held conceptual approach. This limits the scope of the a priori and undermines arguments for de re essentialism.

In section 1 I explain the challenge to the a priori and in section 2 I explain Jenkins’ solution. In section 3 I present my objection and in section 4 discuss two responses Jenkins could make. In section 5  I consider whether justified concepts could help justify a priori beliefs with existential import, and argue that on the conceptual approach to the a priori there are no such beliefs. In section 6, I discuss the implications for de re essentialism, focussing on Bealer’s approach.
1. The Conceptual Approach and the Input Problem
Jenkins’ (2005, 2008) theory of the a priori is a version of what she calls the conceptual approach, which is semi-orthodoxy among contemporary defenders of the a priori. She explains the approach as follows.

According to this semi-orthodoxy, the reason we can know all vixens are female a priori has something to do with how our concepts vixen and female relate to one another, and/or with the fact that all vixens are female is an analytic and/or conceptual truth (whatever exactly that might come to).  (p.2 forthcoming)
Philosophers as diverse as, Kant, Ayer, Carnap, Peacocke, Bealer and Boghossian are proponents of the conceptual approach. For example, for Kant (1781/1998), ‘all bodies are extended’ is a priori because the concept body contains the concept extended (A7/B11). For Ayer, all a priori statements are analytic, and all analytic statements are true by definition of the symbols they contain. (1936 ch.4)

A challenge all such approaches must face is how knowledge of our concepts can give us knowledge of the world. Two widely held assumptions that Jenkins accepts make this challenge difficult. The first assumption is mind-indendence realism about the world, or, more specifically, the bit of the world that our a priori beliefs are about. So for example, it is a mind-independent fact that 2+2=4. This rules out idealist views whereby our linguistic practices can in some sense make it true that the world is a certain way. 


The second assumption is that the only way to discover facts about the external world is through our senses. This rules out a faculty of intuition whereby we could have direct epistemic access to some external realm (e.g. Godel; see Wang 1996).

Granting these assumptions (which will remain in force for the rest of the paper), there is a problem getting from knowledge of our concepts to knowledge of the external world. Jenkins puts the problem as follows:

The basic idea is that, when we want to understand how we have knowledge of the mind-independent world, we tend to give accounts that involve three steps:

(1) An input step, wherein information about the world somehow gets into our minds,

(2) A processing step, wherein that information is dealt with by our cognitive systems, and

(3) A belief-formation step.

…The problem with a priori knowledge is that the input step is missing.  The senses play no obvious input role, and many philosophers (particularly those who would classify themselves  as being of a “naturalistic” bent) are unhappy about postulating other faculties (such as a  faculty of “rational intuition”) which could provide us with non-empirical input. (forthcoming p.3)
2. Justified Concepts
Jenkin’s solution is to argue for the novel thesis that concepts themselves can be justified.
 That is, just as beliefs can be justified or unjustified, Jenkins argues that the constituents of beliefs – concepts – can be justified or unjustified on the basis of our experiences. These experiences provide the input step. Thus, we can form a priori justified beliefs about the mind-independent external world by appropriate processing of justified concepts. (All unqualified uses of ‘beliefs’ in future should be understood as ‘beliefs about the mind-independent external world’.) If the beliefs are true and non-Gettiered, they constitute knowledge; I won’t take issue with this step from justification to knowledge, but with the initial justification step (see fn. 1). 

What makes a concept justified? Jenkins tells us that ‘a concept is justified iff it is rationally respectable for us to rely on it as a…guide to the world.’ (2008 p.129) Whether it is rationally respectable for us to rely on a concept as a guide to the world depends on the experiences we have. For example, if someone repeatedly has red experiences when looking at certain objects, it would be rationally respectable for that person to rely on the concept red as a guide to the world. This is where the input from the world gets in. The world provides us with experiences that result in certain concepts being formed. If it is rationally respectable to use such concepts as a guide to the world then the concepts are justified.

How do justified concepts justify our believing propositions about the world? Jenkins invokes the useful analogy of a map (compare Goomdan 1963). Studying a map that bears no relation to the world can give us justified belifs about the map, but not about the world. Similarly, if our concepts bear no relation to the world, analysing them can give us justified beliefs about our concepts, but not about the world. But if our concepts represent real features of the world, then we can form justified beliefs about the world by examining them: 
[I]f our concepts are somehow sensitive to the way the independent world is, so that they successfully and accurately represent that world, then an examination of them may not merely be an examination of ourselves, but may rather amount to an examination of an accurate, on-board conceptual map of the independent world. (2008 p.126) 
So the input problem is solved because information about the world gets into our minds by being encoded by justified concepts. Analyzing them provides us with a priori justified beliefs about the world. So a necessary condition on an a priori justified belief about the world is that it contains justified concepts.
3. Objection: Unjustified Concepts
I offer a counter-example to this necessary condition – an a priori justified belief about the world which contains an unjustified concept. Recall that a concept is justified iff it is rationally respectable for us to rely on it as a guide to the world. So consider Sid the Sloppy Scientist who relies on the concept of aether as a guide to the world due to his non-rationally respectable research. So Sid’s concept of aether is not justified. But surely he still has a priori justification for the following belief: 

aether, if it exists, conducts heat. 
By adding the conditional ‘if it exists’ we set aside the scientific question of whether or not aether exists and are left with the conceptual question of whether aether conducts heat if it exists. And surely Sid can have a priori justification for believing that it does. So a priori justified beliefs about the world need not contain justified concepts. 

Furthermore, the example of a sloppy scientist was only added for vividness. The agent need not believe aether exists. Consider your own belief that aether, if it exists, conducts heat. I suggest that this too is justified a priori, even though it contains an unjustified concept. 

We can generalize the counterexample further by dividing beliefs into those which imply that at least one of the concepts composing the belief successfully refers and those that don’t. Say that the former have existential import, and the latter don’t. We’ll make explicit that a belief does not have existential import by qualifiying the expression of the belief with ‘if it exists’; beliefs expressed without the explicit qualification do have existential import. This distinction is easy to miss because the sentence ‘aether conducts heat’ is ambiguous regarding existential import. The counterexample aether, if it exists, conducts heat  does not have existential import, while the beliefs aether exists or aether conducts heat do have existential import – they imply that aether exists. The counterexample indicates that if a belief containing unjustified concepts doesn’t have existential import, then it can be justified a priori.
 


It should be clear that this type of counter-example can be extended to mathematical concepts, which Jenkins focuses on. We can imagine an agent who is told by the highest mathematical and philosophical authorities that numbers do not exist and should not be used as a guide to the world. Nevertheless, this agent is surely still justified in believing that if number exist, then 1+1 =2.

4. Two Responses
Let’s consider two responses Jenkins could give. She could deny that beliefs without existential import such as aether, if it exists, conducts heat, are either i) justified a priori or ii) about the world.


Starting with i), Jenkins could deny that Sid’s belief that aether, if it exists, conducts heat is justified a priori. But I don’t think this is plausible. To press the point, consider Pete the Perfectionist who, living in the 19th century, relies on the same concept of aether as a guide to the world due to his rationally respectable research. Jenkins would surely grant that Pete has a priori justification to believe that aether, if it exists, conducts heat. But if so, how could it be denied that Sid has a priori justification for the same belief?  Where Sid and Pete differ is in their justification to believe that aether exists. Pete has it and Sid doesn’t. But the belief at issue is hedged with ‘if it exists’, so the issue of whether or not aether exists drops out. At issue is the question of whether aether conducts heat given that it exists. And I don’t see how one could hold that Pete has justification while Sid does not.


Moving on to ii), perhaps the belief that aether, if it exists, conducts heat, is not about the world, but only about our concepts
.

But this is implausible. The belief at issue is that the wordly property of heat conducts through the worldy substance aether, if such things exist. This clearly puts restrictions on what the world is like, and so must be about the world.


Our opponent might press the point that no criteria have been given to distinguish beliefs about the world from beliefs about concepts. Perhaps the distinction cannot be made.

We can grant the point. This doesn’t help our opponent, who needs such a distinction in order to put aether, if it exists, conducts heat on the ‘concepts’ side of it. If the distinction is vague, obscure, or non-existent, so much the worse for the view that aether, if it exists, conducts heat is 100% about our concepts and 0% about the world.
5. The limits of the conceptual approach
An alternative way Jenkins could press (ii) is to claim that only beliefs with existential import are genuinely about the world. That is, if a belief is about the world then it must have existential import. By limiting the range of a priori belief in this way, the counterexample is avoided. In fact to avoid the counterexample, Jenkins only needs to find some reason or other to restrict her theory of the a priori to beliefs that have existential import. It is plausible that justified concepts would be useful for justifying a priori beliefs with existential import. This could be considered a third response.

But now the problem is that the conceptual approach isn’t the sort of thing that can provide a priori justification for beliefs with existential import. Or at least, no proponent of the conceptual approach has shown how it might. The conceptual approach can tell us how our concepts are related to each other, but the idea that the conceptual approach can tell us which objects exist is implausible. And to my knowledge no proponent of the conceptual approach has said that it can. 

This point echoes Carnap (1937, 1950), the most sophisticated defender of the conceptual approach, who did not think that we had a priori justification to believe that any objects existed, including logical and mathemtical objects. He thought the only work that could be done a priori was developing languages (concepts), and there were no a priori constraints on such languages. Which languages contain terms that successfully refer was a further question that we should consider only in the light of our experiences
. So although we could define a language in which ‘1+1=2’ is true, we could not settle a priori whether these concepts referred to anything. So the a priori claim should be restricted to claims without existential import, such as ‘if numbers exist then 1+1=2’. And this restriction on the scope of the a priori is surely not due to a detail of Carnap’s theory, but is a consequence of the conceptual approach.  


Even Kripke, who has done more than anyone to undermine conceptual approaches to philosophy such as Carnap’s, explicitly notes the need for qualification regarding existence:

In the meter stick case [stick S is one meter long], the stick I think I am looking at might be illusory (I was tacitly assuming in Naming and Necessity that the reference is being fixed by someone who has the stick in front of her), and in the Neptune case [Neptune causes the perturbations in Uranus] the astronomical deduction might have been wrong, with no such planet existing, as turned out to be the case with Vulcan. Thus, if I wish to express a priori truths, I must say ‘if there is a stick before me as I see it, then . . . ’ (In the Neptune case I must say ‘if some planet causes the perturbations in Uranus in the appropriate way, then . . . )
. Kripke (2011) p.305-6
We can conclude that the conceptual approach cannot give us a priori justification to believe that any objects exist. So only beliefs without existential import can have a priori justification according to the conceptual approach. So Jenkins cannot retreat to the position that justified concepts explain a priori justified beliefs with existential import, for there are no such beliefs. So there is no role in an explanation of the a priori for justified concepts to play and the question of how, if at all, the conceptual approach gives us justified beliefs about the world remains unanswered. (Carnap denied that it did of course.)
6. Consequences for essentialism
We have found that the conceptual approach can only justify beliefs without existential import. Does this limitation have any implications beyond the a priori? Yes. The conceptual approach is not only the most popular theory of the a priori, it is also the most popular theory of modal epistemology. The conceptual approach to modal epistemology says that we have access to modal facts partly due to conceptual analysis. Perhaps the most explicit advocate of this approach is Bealer (1987, 2002). Goswick (forthcoming) has found a serious problem with Bealer’s theory, and I will argue that the root cause of the problem is that Bealer ignores the lack of existential import of a priori beliefs.

Do objects have non-trivial essential properties independently of humans? Call the view that they do de re essentialism, following Goswick’s usage. Consider the following reconstruction of Bealer’s argument for an instance of de re essentialism (Goswick p. 9).
P1: Compositional substances have their compositions essentially.    

(a priori premise)

P2: Portions of water are compositional substances. 



(linking premise, a priori)

P3: Object o is a portion of water.      



 

(linking premise, a posteriori)

P4: Object o is composed of H20. 


(a posteriori premise)



C: Object o is essentially composed of H20. 




(de re Essentialist claim)

Goswick points out the problem with P3. It might seem obvious that object o is a portion of water – we might even analyse it and find it is H20. But this isn’t enough to be water given P1 and P2. These premises raise the bar for being water – water must have its composition essentially. And we have been given no reason to believe that object o has its composition essentially – indeed that is the intended conclusion, so the argument is circular.

How exactly does this connect to our discussion? The problem we have found with Bealer’s argument is the one we started with for the a priori – getting from justification regarding concepts to justification regarding the world. P1 and P2 give us a priori justified beliefs about our concepts. Bealer wants to use these premises to justify conclusions about wordly stuff. To do so, the wordly stuff must fall under the concepts. But no justification has been given to believe that the worldly stuff, o, falls under the concept water. 

Adding the qualifier ‘if it exists’ would have made this problem visible. To be justified a priori on the conceptual approach, P2 should have no existential import. But Bealer assumes in P3 that water, as defined in P2, exists. More specifically, he assumes that water, as defined by P2, is object o. And this is an illicit assumption in this context. 

And this problem is not due to an idiosyncratic feature of Bealer’s account. It will infect any attempt to justify modal features of existing objects using a priori features of concepts, and this is the dominant approach to modal epistemology. This is not to say that no defence could be found. But there is an unanswered challenge to those who wish to derive modal facts about objects from a priori beliefs that do not have existential import.
Conclusion
I have argued that Jenkins’ attempt to explain a priori justified beliefs using justified concepts does not succeed. Beliefs composed of unjustified concepts can be justified a priori. Justified concepts might have been useful for justifying beliefs with existential import, but the conceptual approach cannot provide justification for such beliefs. How we manage to have a priori justified beliefs about the world, if we do, remains an open question. Furthermore, this restriction of the conceptual approach to beliefs without existential import undermines the modal epistemology that the conceptual approach has been used to support.
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� Most of her discussion is of grounded concepts which is the analogue of known propositions, and which applies to concepts that non-accidentally refer to features of the world. But she grants that ‘a concept must be justified in order to be grounded’ (2008 p.129) so the unjustified concept described in my counter-example will also be ungrounded. I think the issue of justification is the core issue regarding the a priroi – no-one claims the beliefs are false or Gettiered. My argument is robust over various precissifications of ‘justified’ (e.g. internal/external, doxastic/propositional) so they won’t play a role in the discussion.


� Forrai (forthcoming) gives a critique of Jenkins that also focusses on existential import, but only regarding compositional concepts.


� It’s unclear to me why Jenkins focuses on arithmetical concepts. It seems that her arguments, if valid, would apply more generally.


� See Goodman (1961), Dummett (1991) Williamson (forthcoming).


� Carnap (1950) also thought that there was no fact of the matter about which concepts successfully referred (considered as an external question), but this is a further metaphysical claim I have no wish to defend. I have phrased the main text so as to remain neutral on this issue.


� Kripke makes related comments in Naming and Necessity p.xx
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