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Abstract

This paper addresses Prinz's naturalistic theory of conceptual content,
which he has defended in several works (Prinz, 2000; 2002; 2006). More
precisely, I present in detail and critically assess his account of referential
content, which he distinguishes from nominal or cognitive content. The
paper argues that Prinz's theory faces four important di�culties, which
might have signi�cant consequences for his overall empiricist project.

1 Introduction

Prinz is well-known for his outstanding contribution to the revitalization of
concept empiricism in philosophy. Over the last decade, he has developed a
sophisticated theory of concepts (e.g. Prinz, 2000, 2002, 2006, 2008) which he
has applied to other domains like a theory of emotions (2004) and a theory of
morality (2007). In a nutshell, his version of conceptual empiricism is based
on the idea that concepts are perceptually derived representations that he calls
'proxytypes'. Proxytypes are structured representations couched in modality
speci�c formats that we employ in thought. As Prinz suggests, �all (human)
concepts are copies or combinations of copies of perceptual representations�
(Prinz, 2002, p. 108).

In this paper I would like to present and discuss in some detail Prinz's
naturalistic theory of conceptual content. Surprisingly, this is an aspect of his
theory that has not been much discussed in the literature, even if it is a key
premise in many of his arguments. For instance, when Prinz (2006) argues that
we can perceive abstract entities (what he requires in order to explain the fact
that we can think about abstract entities), he supports his argument with a
particular view of how conceptual content is determined. Similarly, he has also
employed this account in his theory on emotions (Prinz, 2004, p. 93-4), among
other places. Indeed, it is not unreasonable to think that the plausibility of his
empiricist theory of concepts partially depends on whether perceptually derived
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representations can represent all the entities that we have concepts of. So his
theory of representational content plays an essential role in the framework he
wants to put forward. In this essay, I would like to show that his own theory of
content determination falls prey to striking di�culties.

More precisely, here I will focus on Prinz's account of referential content,
which Prinz distinguishes from something he calls 'nominal content' (Prinz,
2000) or 'cognitive content' (2002). A concept's referential content is the prop-
erty, object or state in the world a concept refers to. For instance, the referential
content of the concept DOG is dog (or, perhaps, doghood) and the referential
content of the concept OBAMA is the individual Obama. There are three main
reasons for focusing the discussion on referential content. First of all, Prinz
provides an innovative theory of referential content, while he does not o�er any
original account of nominal or cognitive content. Secondly, Prinz's theory of
referential content is employed in many of his arguments in which a theory of
content is playing an important role. Finally, an account of nominal content
(which, in any case, Prinz has not developed in much detail- see Prinz, 2000)
will probably ride piggyback on a theory of referential content, so some of the
problems of the former will probably carry over to any substantive theory of
nominal content.

But, what is a naturalistic theory of referential content? The main goal of
Prinz's theory of conceptual content is to explain in virtue of what process con-
ceptual states acquire their (referential) content. That is, it seeks to explain why
the concept DOG means dog rather than cat or Paris. Prinz wants to describe
the process by means of which certain mental states come to have certain mean-
ings. That the theory is naturalistic roughly means that the fact that a given
state has a certain referential content has to be explained without appealing to
other unanalysed intentional notions. In other words: the project is to explain
in non-intentional terms (in terms of causation, information, covariance and the
like) why certain states refer to certain entities. This is a traditional project in
philosophy that has generated an extensive philosophical literature (for reviews,
see Adams and Aizawa, 2010 and Neander, 2012). Here I would like to outline
and discuss Prinz's contribution to this important topic.

2 Prinz's Account

First of all, it is worth pointing out that, in his empiricist approach to con-
cepts, Prinz combines a non-atomistic theory of conceptual structure with an
informational theory of content. That is, on the one hand, Prinz thinks that
concepts are structured representations, composed of a set of perceptually de-
rived representations. Concepts are individuated by taking into account a fuzzy
network of associated representations. Nonetheless, at the same time, he holds
that the referential content is determined by some sort of causal-informational
connection that concepts have with their referents. Thus, while concepts are
structured representations, their content is determined by a direct relation be-
tween representations and their representata.
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More precisely, Prinz's account of content determination tries to combine
Fodor's (1990) Asymmetric Dependence Theory and Dretske's (1981, 1986) In-
formational Theory, as he himself admits in several places (e.g. Prinz's, 2006,
p. 94). According to him, for a concept C to have X as its content (that is, for
C to mean X) two conditions need to be met: (1) X must be C's incipient cause
and (2) there has to be a nomological covariance between C and X. Let us look
more carefully at each condition.

2.1 Incipient causes

On the one hand, Prinz shares the widespread intuition that the naturalization
of content should appeal to some kind of causal relation (see Stampe, 1977).
However, not any causal relation between an entity and a concept will do. For
instance, a naïve causal theory that merely states that C means X i� C is caused
by X would run into serious problems. First of all, this theory would entail that
concepts have a highly indeterminate content. Certainly, snakes cause tokens of
my concept SNAKE; but so do lizards or wooden sticks at dusk. In this case,
the naïve causal theory would imply that my concept SNAKE means snake or
lizard or wooden stick. The second striking di�culty of the naïve causal theory
is that it fails to account for misrepresentation. Misrepresentation typically
occurs when a concept is caused by something that is not in its extension. Since
on this naïve theory any entity that causes a concept is immediately included in
its extension, the most common situation that gives raise to misrepresentation
is automatically ruled out.1 Consequently, merely appealing to some causal
relation is insu�cient. Prinz has to specify in more detail which is the causal
relation that determines content.

Drawing on etiological theories of direct reference (Kripke, 1980) and in-
spired by Dretske (1981)'s appeal to a learning period, his suggestion is that
the entity that causally originated the concept is specially important in deter-
mining reference. So he claims that the relevant cause must be the �rst one.
This is why his �rst condition for content determination appeals to what he
calls the 'incipient cause': X is the incipient cause of the concept C i� X caused
the formation of concept C. That is:

Incipient Cause X is the incipient cause of C i� X is the �rst cause of C (i.e.,
X originated the creation of C).

According to Prinz, a necessary condition for C to mean X is that X has been
the originating cause of the concept.

Still, the mere appeal to the incipient cause is insu�cient for providing an
adequate account of content (we will see that one of the main reasons has to
do with problems of indeterminacy as well). For this reason, Prinz resorts to
the tradition that postulates a covariance relation between a concept and its
referent.

1Notice that the problem of error and the problem of indeterminacy are di�erent. A theory
can solve the former without solving the latter, if it allows for some cases of misrepresentation.
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2.2 Nomological covariation

The intuition that reference is determined by some sort of covariance is also
common in the literature and has lead to a range of di�erent proposals (e.g.
Dretske, 1981, 1986; Rupert, 2008; Eliasmith, 2000). However, Prinz's notion
of nomological covariance di�ers from other proposals in not being based on a
covariance within the actual world, but across possible worlds. Prinz (2002, p.
241) de�nes nomological covariation in the following way:

nomological covariation Xs nomologically covary with concept C when Xs
cause tokens of C in all proximate possible worlds where one pos-
sesses that concept.2

That is, John's concept DOG means dog partially because in all proximate
possible worlds where John has DOG, tokens of this concept have been caused
by dogs.

While nomological covariation connects with the tradition that seeks
to naturalize content by appealing to a covariation between representations and
their referents, this particular notion is di�erent from other popular views. On
the one hand, in contrast to the standard way of understanding 'covariation' (on
which, for instance, Dretske's or Rupert's account is based), nomological co-
variation is spelled out in counterfactual terms, and hence it is irrelevant how
often X has correlated with C in the actual world. On the other hand, in contrast
to other counterfactual theories such as Fodor's, nomological covariation
does not take into consideration other possible causes of C. Whether C actually
covaries with X only depends on the relation that holds between C and X in
nearby possible worlds. Other possible or actual causes of C are not taken into
account.

Now, it should also be clear that nomological covariation alone is too
weak a relation for grounding semantic relations because there are many things
mental states nomologically covary with. If in proximate worlds the transparent
and colorless liquid that �lls oceans and ponds is XYZ, then my concept WATER
nomologically covaries with water (H2O), but it also nomologically covaries with
XYZ. More generally, anything that su�ciently resembles WATER in proximate
worlds would be included in our concept WATER. If nomological covaria-
tion was the only condition for C to mean X, our concept WATER would mean
water or XYZ. That would entail that concepts are highly disjunctive.

2.3 Incipient Theory

So Prinz (2002, p.251) puts together the two notions (incipient cause and nomo-
logical covariation), which are supposed to provide necessary and su�cient con-

2Prinz sometimes adds a 'ceteris paribus' condition, so that he sometimes de�nes nomolog-
ical covariance in the following way: 'Xs nomologically covary with concept C when, ceteris
paribus, Xs cause tokens of C in all proximate possible worlds where one possesses that con-
cept'. I have removed this clause because any appeal to normal conditions or ceteris paribus

conditions threatens to undermine the naturalistic credentials of the theory.
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ditions3 for content determination:

Incipient Theory X is the intentional (referential) content of C i�:

1. An X was the incipient cause of C, in accordance with Incipient
Cause

2. Xs nomologically covary with tokens of C, in accordance with
nomological covariation

There are two nice features in favor of this account. First of all, it seems to
yield the right results in a wide range of cases. Take the concept TREE. On
the one hand, we might reasonably suppose that we �rst developed this concept
when we were confronted with a tree, rather than by seeing a cat or Obama.
On the other, it seems that in all proximate worlds where I have this concept,
trees still cause it. For instance, if we consider nearby worlds in which trees
are a bit higher, or have a di�erent color, or even worlds in which our visual
system is slightly di�erent, it seems that trees still cause my concept TREE.
Thus, Incipient Theory gives the right result in many situations.

Secondly, this approach seems to be fully naturalistic. Only causal and
counterfactual conditions are mentioned in Incipient Theory, so there is no
intentional notion in the explananda. In that respect, it seems that Prinz's view
should not raise any naturalistic qualms.

There are, however, some di�culties that seriously undermine the plausibil-
ity of this theory. Let me examine them carefully.

3 Discussion

I will present four objections to Prinz's view: the indeterminacy problem, the
existence of ambiguous concepts, the phenomenon of meaning change and the
question of circularity. I will also show that each of these objections is rooted in
a central feature of Prinz's account, so that it is highly unlikely that any small
modi�cation of the account can provide a satisfactory solution.

3.1 Indeterminacy

It is well-known that many naturalistic theories su�er from indeterminacy prob-
lems (Fodor, 1990; for some replies, see Agar 1993; Price, 1998, 2001; Millikan,
2004). Knowingly, Prinz provides an original reply to the traditional indetermi-
nacy problem, that seems to successfully refute this objection. In this section,
I would like to show that Prinz's innovative solution gives raise to an indeter-
minacy problem at another locus. The upshot is that the Incipient Theory is
not immune to some version of the indeterminacy problem and that it lacks the
resources for dealing with it. Let us go step by step.

3Let me mention that Prinz thinks these are necessary and su�cient conditions for the great
majority of concepts. Nonetheless, he claims that it might be the case that some concepts
acquire their content in a di�erent way.
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A general way of stating the problem of indeterminacy is the following: a
theory su�ers from the indeterminacy problem if the theory entails that there
are many entities represented by a given state, while common sense and science
assume that it has a much more determinate content. Think, for instance,
about John's MONARCH concept, that is, the concept that we would naturally
attribute to John, which seems to unambiguously refer to monarch butter�ies
(John uses it when he sees a monarch, he calls it 'Monarch', he associates to
it the property of being a �ying animal, and so on). Following Prinz, we can
reasonably assume that the incipient cause of John's concept was a monarch and
that this concept nomologically covaries with monarchs. However, monarchs are
butter�ies (indeed, this is a good candidate for being a necessary truth). So if a
monarch was the incipient cause of John's concept, so was a butter�y. Thus, if
condition 1 is satis�ed by a monarch it is also satis�ed by a butter�y. Similarly,
if in all proximate possible worlds monarchs cause tokens of John's concept,
butter�ies also do (again, because monarchs are butter�ies). So condition 2
is also satis�ed by butter�ies. Therefore, John's concept Monarch means
monarch or butter�y.

Similar results can be obtained with a wide range of properties: insect,
animal,... The consequence seems to be that Incipient Theory entails that
the content of John's concept ismonarch or butter�y or insect or.... In fact, even
the property of being a monarch-looking thing causes troubles, since condition
1 and 2 of Incipient Theory seems to be also satis�ed by them: if a monarch
was the incipient cause of John's concept, a monarch-looking thing probably
was it as well, and if monarchs cause John's mental state in the actual world, a
monarch-looking thing will probably cause John's mental state in close possible
worlds. The consequence of this analysis is that John's concept has a highly
indeterminate content, what starkly contrasts with the original assumption that
John had the concept that referred to monarchs (and only monarchs).4

Notice that a similar problem concerns any concept, so the objection gen-
eralizes: for any concept C, Incipient Theory entails that C has a highly
indeterminate content. Consequently, even if appealing to incipient causes en-
ables the theory to avoid including entities existing in proximate worlds that
resemble very much the entities in the actual world (such as H2O and XYZ),
there are still many sources of indeterminacy that Incipient Theory cannot
exclude.

Interestingly enough, Prinz sometimes seems to be suggesting that, as stated,
Incipient Theory can already deal with the serious problems of indeterminacy
(Prinz, 2002, p. 241). However, at other places he adds further conditions in
order to deal with this objection.5 In particular, in Prinz (2002, p. 242-3) he
tries to solve what he calls the 'semantic-marker' problem, which basically is a

4Of course, one could say that, in this case, John's concept is not the concept Monarch,
but the concept monarch or butterfly, etc... In that case, the objection should be better
formulated in the following way: Prinz's theory entails that John lacks the conceptMonarch,
as well as a huge amount of other concepts: Tree, water, gold, etc.

5He presents these additional conditions as slight modi�cations of condition 2 in Incipi-

ent Theory. However, I will argue that they constitute new requirements.
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version of the indeterminacy problem suggested earlier. He claims that three
further conditions need to be added to Incipient Theory in order to determine
whether a concept refers to a natural kind, an individual or an appearance
property (such as being a monarch-looking thing). These conditions are labeled
'Semantic Markers':

Semantic Markers

(a) C is a kind concept if had Xs looked di�erent than they do, they would still
cause tokens of C.

(b) C is an appearance concept if had Xs always looked di�erent than they do,
they would not cause tokens of C.

(c) C is an individual concept if were the subject presented with objects that
appear exactly like X, at most one of those objects would cause tokens of
C.

If we focus on a) and b), the idea is the following: consider the set of proximate
worlds where Xs look di�erent than they look in the actual world. If in these
worlds Xs still cause C, then C is a kind concept. If they do not, then C is
a concept of an appearance (a concept of X-looking thing). c) tries to apply
the same idea to the case of individuals. Prinz's suggestion is that if Seman-
tic Markers is added to the two conditions of Incipient Theory, we would
get an account that attributes determinate contents to concepts.

The �rst important thing to notice about this proposal is that, in contrast to
what Prinz claims, a) b) and c) are in fact new conditions that should be added
to Incipient Theory, rather than embellishments of condition 2. There is an
easy way to see why this is so: whereas condition 2 of Incipient Theory states
that we should consider proximate worlds, clauses a), b) and c) appeal to those
worlds where things look a di�erent way, which might be very distant worlds.
For instance, if in all proximate worlds Xs still look the same way, in order to
assess whether a), b) or c) hold we might have to take into account distant
worlds. In contrast, in order to see whether condition 2 holds, we should only
consider proximate worlds. That shows this solution to the semantic markers
problem brings in a new set of clauses into the de�nition.

Secondly, there is an obvious problem with simply adding Semantic Mark-
ers to the previous de�nition: Even if this proposal succeeded, it would only
provide a recipe for distinguishing concepts of kinds, concepts of appearances
and concepts of individuals, while the problem of indeterminacy is much more
widespread. Monarchs, butter�ies and insects are natural kinds and they all
generate the indeterminacy problem, so merely adding the counterfactual con-
ditions stated in Semantic Markers to Incipient Theory will not tease
apart concepts of monarchs, butter�ies and insects. Semantic markers are not
�ne-grained enough for the task at hand. Therefore, Prinz's theory seems to
fall prey to the indeterminacy problem, even if semantic markers are added.

Now, whereas I think Prinz's appeal to three semantic markers fails to solve
the indeterminacy problem, I would like to explore a possible reply on behalf of
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Prinz's approach. Basically, the idea is to generalize the strategy of semantic
markers suggested in a), b) and c) in order to rule out any inadequate prop-
erties. The proposal is the following: for any properties X and Y that satisfy
conditions 1 and 2 of Incipient theory (that is, for any two properties that
cause problems of indeterminacy), consider the most proximate worlds in which
one is instantiated but not the other (say, X is instantiated, but not Y). If in
those worlds, X still causes tokens of the concept, then C means X (and not Y).
If it does not, then C does not mean X. That is:

Better Semantic Markers

For any properties X and Y that satisfy 1 and 2 of Incipient The-
ory, consider the set of proximate worlds where one has the concept
C and Xs are not Y:

1. If Xs still cause tokens of C, C represents X (and not Y).

2. If Xs do not cause C, C does not represent X.

That is, in order to know whether John's concept refers to monarchs or but-
ter�ies, Better Semantic Markers tells us to consider the possible worlds
where there are butter�ies but no monarchs; if in those worlds butter�ies still
cause tokens of John's concept C, then it is a concept of butter�y (and not
of monarch); if butter�ies do not cause C, then John's concept is not a con-
cept of butter�y.6 Similarly, in order to know whether C is about monarchs
or monarch-looking things, look at the most proximal worlds where monarchs
are not monarch-looking things;7 if monarchs still cause C, then C is about
monarchs. Otherwise, C is about monarch-looking things.

Now, if we add Better Semantic Markers to the original theory formu-
lated in Incipient Theory, we get the following account:

Better Incipient Theory

X is the intentional (referential) content of C i�:

1. An X was the incipient cause of C, in accordance with Incipi-
ent Cause

2. Xs nomologically covary with C, in accordance with nomolog-
ical covariation

3. For any properties X and Y that satisfy 1 and 2, consider the
set of proximate worlds where one has the concept C and Xs
are not Y:

(a) If Xs still cause tokens of C, C represents X (and not Y).

6Of course, in order to that, concepts should be individuated narrowly.
7'Being monarch-looking' refers to the property of looking the way monarchs look in the

actual world. If the property referred to the di�erent ways monarchs look in di�erent worlds,
there would be no world at which monarchs do not instantiate the property 'being monarch-
looking'.

8



(b) If Xs do not cause C, C does not represent X. (Better
Semantic Markers)

I think this is a better proposal than the previous one, and Better Semantic
Markers provides a more �ne-grained reply to the problem of indeterminacy
than Prinz's distinction between kind, appearance and individual concepts. Un-
fortunately, I think that even this re�ned version of Incipient Theory utterly
fails to solve the indeterminacy problem. There is an important di�culty that
this solution to the semantic marker problem cannot deal with.

First of all, remember why the naïve causal account sketched earlier (which
claims that a state represents whatever causes it) cannot work: since in the
actual world many di�erent entities cause mental states, that would yield a
highly indeterminate content. Since my concept SNAKE is caused by snakes,
lizards and even wooden sticks at dusk, all these entities would �gure in the
content of the concept.

Now, the problem of the kind of reply suggested by Prinz (either Semantic
Markers or Better Semantic Markers) is that it assumes that by merely
moving to other possible worlds, we will be able to distinguish the right cause
from the wrong causes; however, this is far from clear. We saw that in the actual
world some of the things that cause my concept MONARCH are not monarchs,
so why should we think proximate possible worlds are any di�erent in that
respect? It seems that, prima facie, if we move to nearby possible worlds where
a subject has the concept C the same situation will probably arise. In those
possible worlds where I have the concept MONARCH (narrowly individuated)
many things that are not monarchs also cause tokenings of my concept. So
merely moving to other possible worlds does not enable us to distinguish the
right from the wrong causes.

Hence, the problem is the following: even if John's concept meant monarch,
in some of the possible worlds where butter�ies are not monarchs, some of
these butter�ies cause tokens of John's concept, so condition 3 will not rule
out butter�y from the content. More generally, if we move to those possible
worlds where property X and Y are not coinstantiated, we will probably �nd
out that in some of these worlds X (but not Y) cause C and in some other
worlds Y (but not X) cause C. Concepts are also caused by the wrong entities
in other possible worlds. So, Better Semantic Markers will not help us in
determining content for the same reason that the naïve causal account did not
work out: the fact that misrepresentation is possible shows that content cannot
be determined by what causes a certain mental state. And this claim holds here
and in other possible worlds.8

The reason Prinz theory faces a misrepresentation problem at that particular
point and not earlier, is that if we focus on the actual world, he has an adequate

8This is also the reason why similar proposals that rely on causal relations holding in close
possible worlds will probably fail. For instance, merely appealing to the entity that generally
causes tokens of a concept in close possible worlds, or the entity that mostly causes tokens
of a concept in close possible worlds will not solve the problem. My Monarch concept can
be very often and systematically caused by entities that are not monarchs in close possible
worlds: butter�ies, viceroys, toys and so on.
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reply: only the �rst cause (the incipient cause) determines content. So (if we
assume that concepts are always �rstly caused by instances of their referents),
he has a way of distinguishing misrepresentations from true representations. In
contrast, when he appeals to causal relations holding in other possible worlds
in order to determine the content of the concept in the actual world, his theory
yields the wrong results. In other possible worlds, anything can cause my mental
state.9 Consequently, even if Monarch means monarch and not butter�y, if
we move to worlds where monarchs are not butter�ies, we will probably �nd
that some butter�ies (which are not monarchs) still cause tokens of the concept
and in some of this worlds they do not. As a result, the fact that X and
not Y causes tokens of a concept C at those worlds where X and Y are not
coinstantiated cannot help to determine content.10 And, again, notice that this
problem generalizes: any entity that can be misidenti�ed in the actual world
can also be misidenti�ed in other possible worlds.

Therefore I think Prinz's theory cannot solve the indeterminacy problem.

3.2 Ambiguity

Secondly, not only the nomological condition, but also the incipient cause con-
dition runs into problems.

9Furthermore, in that case, he cannot plausibly modify Better Semantic Markers so
that only the incipient cause in other possible worlds is relevant. That would surely be too
strong a condition; even if we grant that in the actual world my concept TREE was �rst
caused by a tree, it seems that there are many possible worlds were trees are not the incipient
cause of my concept TREE.

10In a previous version of the theory, he o�ers a slightly di�erent condition. In Prinz (2000,
p. 13) he claims that X nomologically covaries with Y i� (1) Xs cause Ys in all proximate
nomologically possible worlds, and (2) when they do so, they do so in virtue of being Xs. At
�rst glance, one might think this version of the theory avoids the problem of indeterminacy
I am pointing out, since it provides a way of distinguishing the right causes from the wrong
causes in other possible worlds: Prinz can simply appeal to the fact that, in any world, tokens
of Monarch are caused by an entity in virtue of its being a monarch and not in virtue of

its being a butter�y.
However, this proposal raises naturalistic qualms. The problem lies in the fact that the

relation in virtue of is doing all the work and should be speci�ed further. More precisely, one
might worry that we presume that X cause C in virtue of its being X (i.e. that condition 2
is true) because we are presupposing precisely what we are trying to explain, namely that Y
means X (this issue will be extened below, in the section 'circularity').
Think about it in the following way: if one were allowed to appeal to X causing Y in virtue

of being an X, then nothing like incipient causes or nomological covariance would be required.
One could just claim that Y means X i� Xs cause tokens of Y in virtue of being X. And the
obvious problem with this view is that it is completely uninformative. In this approach, the
notion 'in virtue of' seems to merely label the relation we are trying to explain, rather than
o�ering an explanation.
Indeed, Prinz himself (2000, p. 13) admits that this notion should be explained, and claims

that Xs cause Ys in virtue of being Xs when (1) when an a that is X causes Y, if a were not
X, it would not cause Y or (2) when an a that is X causes Y, there is no other nomologically
su�cient cause of Y. However, this way of cashing out the relation in virtue of shows that
this version of the theory also su�ers from the indeterminacy problem. Even if my concept
MONARCH means monarch, some butter�ies cause tokens of this concept in the actual world
and in other possible worlds, so both monarchs and butter�ies satisfy (1) and (2).
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There is a set of counterexamples that Prinz has not appropriately addressed:
ambiguous concepts. A consequence of Incipient Theory seems to be that
(non-deferential) concepts can never have ambiguous contents. Suppose I have
a concept C that I equally apply to trees of kind A and trees of kind B, and
suppose I have never heard about these trees, nor do I intend to defer the
�xation of meaning to experts (so, suppose this concept C is not deferential).
In that case, my concept would either mean tree of kind A or tree of kind B,
depending on the entity that �rst caused it. That is an implausible result, for
various reasons. On the one hand, it seems that, if I have always consistently
and repeatedly applied a concept C to two entities, the intuitive result should
be that this concept is ambiguous. It should mean something like being tree
A or being tree B. More generally, it seems that in fact some of our concepts
are ambiguous, and language does not seem to be required for having them
(Millikan, 2000). Secondly, whether a tree of kind A or a tree of kind B was
the �rst cause seems to be a matter of luck, but the content of my concept C
does not seem to depend on such a chancy event. In this case the strictness of
incipient cause makes it di�cult to account for these cases where meaning is
disjunctive.11

One could reply that we are unduly restricting the set of causes. In partic-
ular, one might suggest that we should also consider disjunctive causes, such
as being tree A or tree B. Certainly, it seems that, in the example just given,
being tree A or tree B is the incipient cause of the concept and this relation is
robust, so this suggestion seems to get the example right. However, why should
we consider a disjunctive cause rather than the simplest one? After all, being a
tree A and being tree B are natural kinds (or, at least, they are more natural
properties than being tree A or being tree B). It is hard to think of any princi-
pled reason for preferring the disjunctive property that cannot be accussed of
being ad hoc.

Even more troubling, the main problem of resorting to disjunctive causes in
a naturalistic project is that they quickly multiply out of control. For instance,
once disjunctive properties such as being tree A or being tree B are accepted,
what prevents us from seriously considering the property being H2O or being
XYZ (which is the incipient cause and nomologically covaries with our concept
WATER)? And why not considering bizarre properties such as being H2O or
being a unicorn? Thus, taking this option would solve a problem at the cost
of creating a more di�cult one. Merely appealing to incipient causes does not
allow for any kind of disjunctive content, but accepting disjunctive causes makes
all concepts highly disjunctive. Both results are clearly unsatisfactory.

11I focus on non-deferential concepts because Prinz (2002, p.254-5) has provided an interest-
ing solution to this problem for deferential concepts: since in the case of deferential concepts
there is a community involved, there might be di�erent incipient causes for the same concept
(Prinz, 2002, p.254-5). This creative suggestion cannot be used in the case of non-deferential
concepts.
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3.3 Meaning Change

The third di�culty concerns change of meaning. Prinz considers a case where
an alligator causes the creation of John's concept, but (due to an accident)
afterward John consistently deploys this concept for crocodiles (suppose John
happens to never see an alligator again). We can even imagine that, after many
years of gathering information, at the end of his life John becomes a crocodile
expert; he knows lots of things about them, can identify them very quickly,
and so on. Incipient Theory seems to be committed to the view that the
concept has always been wrongly applied to crocodiles. Since it was �rst caused
by an alligator, it can only mean alligator (if anything). This is an extremely
counterintuitive result. Perhaps my concept BUTTERFLY was �rst created
by seeing a butter�y puppet, but since I have been applying this concept to
butter�ies for the rest of my life, it is not unreasonable to think it refers to
butter�ies and not to puppets.

Prinz tries out two kinds of replies. One is to say that at some point I created
a new concept CROCODILE, whose incipient cause was indeed a crocodile. But
why should we think John creates a new concept? We can stipulate there is no
intention of creating a new concept; it just happens to be the case that John's
concept becomes overwhelmingly correlated with crocodiles. Why should we
think that at some (arbitrary) point John's concept became a di�erent one?
Notice that, since Incipient Theory requires an incipient cause, Prinz has to
assume that there is a particular point (say, after seeing 56 crocodiles) at which
a new concept is created. So he is commited to accept that the 55th token of
the concept was a wrong application of ALLIGATOR to a crocodile, and the
next token was already a right application of the concept CROCODILE to a
crocodile. That is very implausible.

A second strategy Prinz pursues in order to account for meaning change is
to bite the bullet and accept that, even if a subject has applied a concept C
all his life to an entity X, if it was �rst caused by Y, the concept refers to Y.
Nonetheless, in an attempt to make this result more palatable, Prinz compares
concepts to artifacts; if a subject creates a tool for swattering �ies, it will always
be a �y swatter, no matter whether it is used as a paperweight or as a can opener
(Prinz, 2002, p. 254). Origins matter, he claims. Similarly, if John creates his
concept when he was perceiving an alligator, then it is a concept of alligator.

Now, I think there are two crucial points at which this comparison breaks
down. First, arguably, a tool is a �y swatter because someone intended it to be
a �y swatter. That explains why something can be a �y swatter, even if it has
never been used to swat any �y. The function of artifacts is (at least, partially)
derived form the intentions of their designers. However, that feature starkly
contrasts with the naturalistic account of concepts we are trying to provide.
If the semantic properties of concepts derived from the intentional properties
of the subject, nothing like nomological covariance of incipient cause would be
relevant. That would undermine Better Incipient Theory. Furthermore,
the semantic properties of concepts would be primarily explained by appealing to
further intentional properties, so Prinz would be o�ering no naturalistic theory
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of intentional states.
Secondly, the comparison with artifacts is also inadequate because artifacts

can have many functions at the same time (they can be many things), so we
have no problem in saying that the �y swatter is still a �y swatter (even if it
has never been used as such), because we can also say that in addition it is a
paperweight. However, this is not the case with concepts: Better Incipient
Theory entails that my concept ALLIGATOR is about alligators and not about
crocodiles.

Consequently, Prinz's account has also counterintuitive results with respect
to concepts that were created in a certain way but change their meaning.

3.4 Circularity

Finally, I would like to raise a general worry concerning this sort of approach.
The last problem of Better Incipient Theory (and Incipient Theory)
I would like to consider is that we lack a non-intentional justi�cation of why
condition 2 (which appeals to Nomological Covariance) should hold. Let
me elaborate on that point.

Consider �rst the relation between trees and the concept TREE. Why
do trees in most proximate worlds systematically cause tokens of the concept
TREE? Well, a plausible explanation is that this is true precisely because TREE
means tree. The worry, of course, is that if the counterfactual claim is true in
virtue of TREE meaning tree, then one is not allowed to appeal to this counter-
factual condition in o�ering a naturalistic account of referential content. Circu-
larity threatens.

Let me put the point in a di�erent way. The truth of counterfactual state-
ments is usually thought to be grounded in properties and relations holding in
the actual world (at least, that seems to be a usual assumption of naturalistic
accounts). For instance, consider the following counterfactual: If Obama had
not won the elections, Romney would have become the U.S. president. Unless we
are modal realists (Lewis, 1986), we will probably think that this counterfactual
statement is true because of certain properties and causal relations holding in
the actual world, probably involing Obama, Romney, certain social facts and so
on. Similarly, some counterfactuals are true in virtue of certain intentional facts
that hold in the actual world. As a consequence, if one is trying to naturalize
an intentional relation by appealing to counterfactuals, one should be careful
not to rely on counterfactual statements whose truth depends on the very same
intentional relations one is trying to naturalize. This, I think, should be obvious.

Now, the trouble with naturalistic theories of content that appeal to coun-
terfactuals such as Prinz's is that they might be assuming these intentional
facts in the explananda. The suspicion is that counterfactual statements that
are supposed to play a role in the naturalization of intentional content might
be true in virtue of certain intentional relations holding in the actual world�
namely those intentional relations that they are seeking to naturalize. So, un-
less Prinz speci�es which properties and relations in the actual world ground
the truth of these counterfactuals, the naturalistic credentials of this account
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will be dubious. Since no such characterization is provided, one might reason-
ably suspect that this account might be relying on the intentional facts that it
is trying to explain. Certainly, the concept TREE is caused by trees in close
possible worlds; but this is true in virtue of the fact that TREE means tree in
the actual world.

Indeed, I think this objection can probably be extended to all naturalistic
accounts that rely on counterfactuals. In particular, it could be argued that
Fodor's (1990) Asymmetric Dependence Theory su�ers from the same problem.
That should come as no surprise; since Prinz admits that his theory is based on
Fodor's view, one should expect to �nd some of its virtues as well as some of its
�aws.

4 Conclusion

In this paper I have argued that Prinz's naturalistic theory of conceptual content
faces four daunting di�culties. The objections put forward suggest that one
aspect of his original and groundbreaking theory of concepts should be seriously
reconsidered.

Even more importantly, given the relevance of this naturalistic theory of
content in his overall naturalistic project (including the study of emotions and
morals), abandoning this account of referential content will probably have major
consequences for his views in other �elds. If the arguments of this paper are
sound, they open the door to some important revisions of Prinz's empiricist
project.
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