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A widely accepted account of the compositionality of mental states is Gareth Evans’ Generality Constraint. After showing that the majority of both the supporters and the opponents of the idea of nonconceptual content regard the Generality Constraint as a sufficient condition for conceptual content, I aim to question this premise and suggest that compositionality is a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for conceptual content. 

I will use the following definitions of conceptual content and Generality Constraint: 

The Generality Constraint: The states of a system satisfy the Generality Constraint if and only if provided that this system can represent a as being F and it can also represent b as being G, then it must be able to represent a as being G and b as being F. 

Conceptual Content: A mental state of an agent has conceptual content if and only if it can be inferentially related to other mental states.

I argue that the widely accepted notion of conceptuality is not entailed by the Generality Constraint. In other words, (CC) does not follow from (GC).

(GC) The mental states of agent S satisfy the Generality Constraint. 

 (CC) A mental state of agent S, call it M, has conceptual content. 

The argument has three steps. (a) (CC) entails (CC2), (b) (CC2) entails (CC3), (c) (GC) is not entailed by (CC3). From (a) – (c) it follows that (GC) is not entailed by (CC), that is, it is possible for a mental state to satisfy the Generality Constraint, but not to be conceptual, which is exactly what we wanted to prove. But let us see what (CC2) and (CC3) are. 

(CC2) A mental state of agent S, M, is such that each mental state it is inferentially related to has at least one constituent that is also a constituent of M. 

(CC3) Agent S is capable of reidentifying the constituents of M.

In other words, I argue that some logical consequence of (CC) does not entail the Generality Constraint, from which it follows that (CC) does not entail the Generality Constraint either. 

Why does it matter whether this argument is correct and how could it reshape the nonconceptual content debate? 


What follows from my claim is that if there are mental states with nonconceptual content, they may be compositional. Thus, if nonconceptualists want to come up with possible candidates, they should also focus on compositional states - states that would satisfy the Generality Constraint. So far, most candidates for mental states with nonconceptual content have been noncompositional mental states. The conceptual strategy is to deny that these mental states have content. It may be a better bet for the proponents of the idea of nonconceptual content to look for compositional mental states with nonconceptual content. 

The opponents of the idea of nonconceptual content, on the other hand, have been arguing for the claim that if a mental state has content that is supposed to be noncompositional and nonconceptual, then this state does not have content at all. If the argument I presented is correct, then they should also worry about the possibility of that some noncompositional (thus, nonconceptual) mental states could be described as having content. 

Both of these projects are very different from the question whether noncompositional mental states have content or not, which dominates the literature on nonconceptual content.
 


To sum up, if the argument I presented above is correct, then the focus of the nonconceptual content debate should shift considerably. Instead of the analysis of noncompositional mental states, the discussion should concentrate on compositional ones.

� The very important exception is Christopher Peacocke. The mental states with nonconceptual content he proposes do satisfy the Generality Constraint. See Peacocke 1992 and Peacocke 2001. 





