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Dissertation Abstract

In this project I develop a means of resolving Kripke’s Wittgenstein’s sceptical para-
dox for dispositional accounts of meaning and content. Kripke argues that no fact, not
even one’s dispositions (e.g., those featured in conceptual role semantics, teleological ac-
counts, or information-theoretic accounts), can determine that one follows rules, employs
meanings or possesses concepts. While rules prescribe how one should act, citing one’s
dispositions merely describes how one would act; dispositions cannot ground the norma-
tivity of rule-following. This is the ‘normativity problem’. In response to this problem,
various appeals to optimal conditions have been offered to supplement the disposition-
alist’s attempt to ground normativity. Yet, even if we succeed by appeal to optimal
conditions, our dispositions are still only finite while rules have indefinite applications. In
other words, our finite limits block otherwise fruitful attempts to ground normativity—
this is the ‘finitude problem’. I argue that, by solving the finitude problem, we are in a
position to successfully appeal to optimal conditions in order to settle the normativity
problem.

The key to solving the finitude problem is rethinking that which we require in order
to make sense of following a rule with indefinite applications. Instead of appealing to
all of one’s dispositions in order to determine which rule one follows (i.e., crude disposi-
tionalism), or appealing to those under optimal conditions (e.g., teleological accounts), I
shift the focus onto those dispositions (under optimal conditions) that are operative in
any fragment of a rule’s use. Acting in new cases is just a matter of manifesting the
same dispositions to handle manageable tasks in different contexts. For a rule such as
‘addition’, I argue that an agent need only have the ability (under optimal conditions)
to characteristically manipulate numbers for any two columns (and rows) of a problem
posed. In this sense, rules are recursive: they can be executed by means of simpler oper-
ations. I go so far as to construe our dispositions on the model of subroutines as used in
computer programming.

The argument for this position involves two steps. First, I argue that Kripke makes an
unwarranted assumption about the requirements for competence with a rule. He requires
that one be capable of directly manifesting competence for any situation: because we
are not disposed to give answers to addition problems outpacing our capabilities, we
cannot read the rule for ‘addition’ off our dispositions. I argue that this demand on any
account of competence with a rule is untenable, paving the way for a workable solution
to the problem. The second step in my argument is characterized by concentrating on
one’s indirectly displaying competence with a rule by directly manifesting competence on
feasible dispositions that are not subject to Kripke’s attack. By grounding competence
with ‘addition’ by appeal to dispositions not targeted by Kripke’s attack, the determinacy
that they possess is passed on to the indefinitely applicable rule. Though I start with
‘addition’ as an example, I argue that the lessons from my handling of this rule can be
generalized to any rule.

Having answered the finitude objection, I indicate how to answer the normativity
problem for dispositional accounts. By showing how to augment dispositional accounts
that already make use of optimal conditions (thereby avoiding the finitude problem), I
revive these accounts as live options for resolving Kripke’s paradox. We have in hand,
then, the basic shape for a successful dispositional account of rule-following.



Articles Under Review

“A Functionalist Approach To Semantic Normativity” – The thesis that the notions of
‘meaning’ and ‘content’ are normative has recently come under heavy fire. I argue that
some of those attacks which attempt to sever the relationship between semantic correct-
ness and normativity are flawed. My response to these attacks prompts the development
of a functionalist account of semantic normativity.

“The Gruesome Truth About Rule-Following” – Kripke’s Wittgenstein uses bizarre rules
such as ‘quaddition’ in a manner similar to Goodman’s use of ‘grue’. This similarity
sparks a strong temptation to enlist elements of Goodman’s New Riddle of Induction to
aid Kripke’s attacks on the possibility of determinate meaning. By adapting John Nor-
ton’s handling of the New Riddle, I argue that this move is unwarranted. The end result
is a view of theorists explaining meaning without the need for an absolute foundation.

“Rule-Following, Dispositions, And The Finitude Problem” – According to Kripke’s
Witttgenstein, the fact that one’s dispositions are finite blocks dispositionalists’ attempts
to ground indefinitely applicable rules. I offer a partial solution to Kripke’s sceptical
paradox, focusing on this finitude problem. Beginning with the result that mathematical
rules are recursive—for each rule, its indefinite applications can be understood in terms of
the exercise of simpler operations—I argue to the claim that rule-constituting dispositions
share the same structure. An appeal to such dispositions can explain the indefinite appli-
cation of rules by appeal to one’s feasible dispositions under optimal conditions. (Note:
This article improves on a portion of my dissertation’s positive proposal.)

“Infinitism And Epistemic Normativity”, co-written with Joshua Smith (second author)
– Klein’s account of epistemic justification, infinitism, supplies a novel solution to the
regress problem. We argue that concentrating on the normative aspect of justification ex-
poses a number of unpalatable consequences for infinitism, all of which warrant rejecting
the position. As an intermediary step, we develop a stronger version of the ‘finite minds’
objection.

Works In Progress

“Semantic Normativity And Teleological Accounts Of Content” (Article) – Accounts of
mental content such as those presented by Millikan purport to ground the normative fea-
ture of thought by appeal to the teleology of survival. I argue that the most plausible
reading of the normativity of mental content is actually incompatible with the teleological
strategy on a basic structural level.

“Nietzsche And Semantic Externalism” (Article) – Semantic externalism is typically re-
garded as a child of the twentieth century. Surprisingly, Nietzsche develops a similar view,
published in the late nineteenth century. I reconstruct the original reasoning as well as
indicate how it may be adapted to contribute to contemporary debates in the Philosophy
of Mind.
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Teaching Assistant
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Philosophy of Language and Mind

• Contemporary Issues in the Philosophy of Language (William Taschek)
• Theories of Truth (Stewart Shapiro)
• Early Analytic Philosophy: Frege and Russell (Steven Boer—audit)*
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