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Introduction

The Concept Auditing Process

CONCEPT AUDITING

This book expounds a certain distinctive methodology of philosophical investigation which could be characterized as concept auditing. Its aim is to determine if the treatment of a given philosophical issue has made appropriate use of the conceptual resources afforded by the pre-systemically established employment of the relevant concepts. For in the end, the philosopher has really no alternative but to respect the ground rules of ordinary usage—principally for two reasons: (1) because it is in relation to those meanings and usages that the problems of philosophy arises, and (2) because no matter what innovations and variables he would like to introduce it is in terms of those meanings and usages that he will have to give his initial explanations of what he is proposing to do. The task of a concept audit is accordingly to see to it that the conceptual resources put at a philosopher’s disposal by that pre-established usage have been adequately employed and the prevailing distinctions and connections duly acknowledged. When a philosopher puts an everyday-life conception on the agenda—be it truth, knowledge, justice, beauty, or whatever, and purports to be dealing with what this involves he must know the correlative established rules of conceptual engagement. The relevant distinctions must be heeded, the pertinent relationships must be acknowledged, the operative implications must be maintained—all of the prevailing conventionalities must be honored. And the task of a concept audit is to ascertain that this is actually being done.

The mission of financial auditing is to verify that all financial business has been appropriately managed, with all use of financial resources correctly recorded and all transactions properly accounted for. Exactly the same situation is obtained when the “financial” of the preceding sentence is changed to “conceptual.” For the mission of conceptual auditing is to verify that all conceptual business has been appropriately managed, with all use of resources properly substantiated and all transactions properly accounted for. For when philosophers address ideas that are embedded in established usage and purport to discuss that sort of thing, then they must be careful to honor the correlative understandings. The aim of concept conditioning is to check up on this. Though this is only one procedure among many in philosophical deliberation, it occupies a place of historical prominence and ongoing importance.

In cultivating this methodology one begins by examining the actual usage of a (philosophically relevant) term in the language of everyday-life discourse. But this essentially philological-lexicographic concern for the empirical realties is just the starting point. For one now turns in another direction to inquire into the (implicit) preconditions and presuppositions that are at work in enabling this mode of usage to realize with efficacy and efficiency the communicative functions for which it is instituted.

The methodology of philosophical concept audits accordingly involves three principal steps or phases:

1.Examining the proprieties of the employment of ordinary-language terms that figure significantly in a philosophical deliberation. One then moves from terms to concepts by—

2.Inferring on this basis the principles standardly at work in this usage—the presuppositions and presumptive consequence that constitute the rationale of the employment of this pre-systematic terminology. And one then goes on to—

3.Applying these findings to check that justice has been done to these principles in the philosophical deliberations at issue or if they have been violated in some way.

Overall, the process is designed to check that insofar as a philosophical thesis or doctrine makes use of some concept which—like knowledge or wisdom or duty—has a pre-philosophically established nature, those philosophical deliberations stay on topic. It is, after all, constructive to ensure that a philosophical discussion has expended wisely and sensibly the deposit of presumptions and presuppositions that shape its terminology.

It is a basic principle of rational communication that words are to be used in their standard signification and that sentences are being used to say what they mean. The philosopher too is, like anyone else, bound by this. Unless explanations to the contrary are provided, one is entitled to believe that in philosophical discussion concepts that have a well-established extra-philosophical usage continue to function subject to the correlative conditions, presumptions and implications that prevail elsewhere. The task of a perceptual audit is to ascertain that this basic principle is honored—and not violate—in a philosopher’s discussions.

There can be little doubt about the utility of such a procedure. The concepts that figure centrally in philosophical deliberations are always borrowed from everyday life or from its elaboration in science. The discussions of philosophy always maintain some connection to these pre- or extraphilosophical notions; they cannot simply rid themselves of those standard conceptions that are the flesh and blood of our thinking in everyday life. The philosopher’s “knowledge” and “ignorance,” his “right” and his “wrong” must be those of ordinary people—or at least keep very close to them. His “space” and “time” and “matter” must be those of the natural scientist. In abandoning the concepts of our pre-philosophical concerns in favor of word creations of some sort, the philosopher thereby also abandons the problems that constitute the enterprise’s very reason for being. To talk wholly in terms of technical concepts that differ from the ordinary ones as radically as the physicist’s concept of work differs from the plain man’s notion is in effect to change the subject. And whatever appeal this step may have, it is not one that we can take within the framework of the professed objective enlightenment about the issues. It is neither candid nor helpful to pass off the wolf of concept abandonment as the sheep of concept elucidation. The reader of a philosophical discussion rightly expects that when it purports to address the issues revolving around a familiar concept such as justice or knowledge or duty it does not change the subject. When he finds that it actually deals with something quite detached and different, he has every reason to feel defrauded.

The rationale of concept auditing in philosophy thus roots in the clearly sensible idea that before one can profitably investigate the tenability of a philosophical doctrine it is needful to ascertain the meaning and thereby the meaningfulness and coherence of the conceptions in whose terms those doctrines are formulated. It is, after all, hard to argue with the idea that in philosophy as elsewhere we need to become clear—ultimately even if not individually—about just what it is that we are talking about and what we intend to say about it. Granted, clarity is not enough but it is nevertheless indispensable.

Take as simple a term as the conjecture “and.” It clearly admits of a variety of distinct and different uses, as per

•the consequential and, effectively for “and therefore”: He was found guilty and fined a penalty.

•the temporal and, effectively for “and then”: He took off his coat and went into the kitchen.

•the and of combination: He drank a scotch and soda.

•the and of prolongation: As he talked on and on our boredom went on and on.

“And” comparatively admits of different construal, since there are virtually as many senses of “and” as there are modes of supplementation. Anything but misunderstanding would result for mistaking one for another.

And this situation is not without philosophical relevance. For example, when the Greek atomists said that their atoms were indivisible and indestructible were they conjoining two distinct features or was their and here consequential? That is, did they intend to say that the atoms were indestructible because they are indivisible, in that dividing and dissolution into components is the only possible mode of destruction operative in nature. Thus, properly understanding the terminology of philosophical discourse—be it everyday or technical on orientation—is essential to judging the acceptability of theses and theories at issue.

POROUS GENERALIZATIONS

Concept audits are partially needed in philosophizing because an inherent tendency to conceptual anomaly is endemic in this domain’s penchant for generalization. Philosophy thrives on generalization. A general statement of the form “A’s are (are not) B’s” admits of two alternative constructions. One is the universalistic reading: “Invariably and exceptionlessly, all/no A’s are B’s.” The other is the standardistic reading: “Standardly and ordinarily, A’s are (are not) B’s.” To say the latter is tantamount to saying that A’s are (are not) B’s as a rule, recognizing that this rule, like most, may admit of exceptions. On this sort of reading, statements of a general form are to be construed not with strict universality, but in a porous manner, where exceptions can step through the cracks, as it were, because the generality is one of how matters stand normally, standardly, and “in the usual course of things.” And so taken, the acceptability of standardistic generalizations is not at odds with the recognition of exceptions of various kinds. The generality of standardistically construed generalizations is an imperfect one: they are not literally and strictly universal, but are subject to a qualification on the lines of standardly/customarily/as a rule as opposed to holding always/invariably/exceptionlessly. The problem is that philosophy—like law—seeks a precision and rigor that everyday life generally eschews in the interests of easier communication. And so there is bound to be a tension between the thought and reasoning of the philosopher and that of everyday life. It is difficult to manage the pursuit of precision by means of ideas and statements geared to the proceedings of porous generalization. And this produces an inevitable tension. Philosophy requires exact definition where ordinary practice settles for explanations of how matters stand “as a rule.” Philosophy demands exact boundaries where ordinary language generally affords only indefinite and shadowy ones.

The discrepancies and frictions that arise between the conceptual machinery of everyday-life discourse and philosophical deliberations imposes a special burden on the philosopher where he addresses issues and problems that are formed in the terminology of everyday discourse. For then he must explain himself. In fitting everyday conceptions into the theoretical framework of his doctrines—removing them from one context of usage into an environment that is significantly different—he assumes the burden of explanation and clarification. And the object of conceptual auditing is to check that this obligation has been adequately discharged and that a philosopher’s recourse to everyday terms and concepts has been brought into adequate explanatory alignment with the use that is actually made of them in philosophical discussion.

To illustrate this we shall briefly anticipate the discussion of section 4 below.

The idea of knowledge so functions in standard usage that one must be certain of what one claims to know. But ordinary discourse envisions certainty as something that can be realized effectively in a practicable way: It does not construe that certainty is so rigorist and demanding a manner as something so categorical and absolute as to transcend any and all prospect of its reasonable realization. An overly rigoristic conception would make knowledge unachievable and open the door to skepticism. But when a philosopher’s hyperbolic conception of the matter fails to reckon with what actually passes for certainty in everyday usage, nothing but trouble can ensue.

Accordingly, another characteristic task of concept auditing is to monitor the standards of usage in regard to the proper range of application of a concept, for example by mentioning the due directive between literal and figurative, metaphysical, or analogical applications. It can often prove illuminating to treat one thing as another—say an organism as a mechanism. Thus, Descartes found it instructive to treat various philological process of organisms mechanical—by viewing the heart as a pump, for exemplifying. But the mechanization of organisms has to be kept within limits. And not sketched to the point to which some Cartesians carried it by denying feelings to crucial and maintaining that they could not possibly suffer pain.

The Rationale of Concept Auditing

As will be amply illustrated by the diversified concept audits to be surveyed below, matters can readily go awry with philosophical deliberations through failing to honor the ground rules that govern the meaning and interconnections of terms. In departing from the standing conventions and tacitly changing the subject, a philosophical position will compromise both its intelligibility and its cogency.

Science has the luxury of being able to define its terms operationally. It can say things on the order of

•When you proceed in such-and-such a way to carry out such-and-such measurements, the result is the gravitational mass of an object.

•When you carry out such-and-such calculations with the number of births in the population the result is the birth rate.

In science one can accordingly explain one’s terminology not via further terminology, but via procedures. Philosophy does not have this option. It must explain its terminology in terms of pre-existing terminology and human intelligibility in the acting language of everyday discourse. Its need to serve understanding commit it to heeding terminological ground rules of our pre-systematic talk.

Granted, different enterprises and diverse realms have their own technical language each with its own usages. Be it in medicine, wine-connoisseurship, cricket, philosophy, or natural science different domains have different vocabularies and modes of discourse. Take wine lore. Here dryness is no opposite of wetness and has nothing to do with the fluidity of the wine but rather is a matter of lack of sweetness. And “full body” has nothing to do with shape and avoirdupois. Even when the same
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