Causation and Explanation in a Materialist Philosophy of Mind

Frequently (though not always), materialist philosophers of mind have maintained that a viable criterion of something’s existence is that it be something with causal powers.
 This view seems to imply the correlative view that an explanation is genuine only if it is causal, even if it is an explanation at the system-level. And that is the view of explanation that seems to have had pride of place in the philosophy of mind for a very long time. Indeed, it might even be true. But if it is true, then folk-psychological explanations, i.e., explanations of one’s behaviors given in terms of our old friends belief, desire, qualia, etc., if they do any real work, must be causal explanations themselves.
 

This seems plausible enough when one considers qualia, at least some of them. One feels one’s cup, for example, to see whether the coffee is still warm, and if one’s feel is rewarded in the right way, one goes ahead and drinks; the sufficiently warm feel of one’s cup (together with the appropriate desires, etc.) causes one to go ahead and sip. Or the pain one feels in the sole of one’s foot leads one to take off one’s shoe and empty the pebble out of it. Or the smell of something burning on the stove leads one to check to see whether one has left the paper on top of a burner and if so to remove it. Or a sudden creaking sound causes one to go to the door to see if someone or something is unexpectedly on the front porch. So qualia, sensations, etc., (admittedly in the presence of beliefs and desires) seem sometimes to cause one to behave in certain ways. And it goes the other way, as well. Stubbing one’s toe sometimes results in pain in the toe, and sniffing sometimes results in a certain sensation of odor, and pinching one’s arm sometimes leads to pain, and so forth, and in an apparently causal way. Scarcely anything might seem more obvious than this.

It may not, however, seem so obvious in the case of intentional states. Do the contents of my belief that the paper is catching fire and my desire that it not do so cause me to place the paper under the running faucet or to do some other fire-putting-out thing? Do the contents of my desire to be helpful when it is appropriate to do so and my beliefs that I can help the elderly woman change a tire on the freeway and that it is appropriate to do so cause me to come to her aid? That is: is my explanation for holding the paper under the running faucet, viz., that I thought the paper was catching fire and I wanted to put out the fire by putting the burning paper under the running faucet, a causal explanation? And does it appeal to laws, if it is? (And why should that matter, anyway?) And similarly for my helping the elderly woman change her tire out on the freeway.

One might say about these latter examples that they are not genuinely causal. There may be lots of reasons for thinking this, of course, but two of them, at least for the materialist, come immediately to the forefront. The first is that the contents of my intentional states are not in any obvious way material, or so it seems. They are, after all, semantic, and there is no clearly obvious sense in which semantic contents are, or could be, material.
 And the second is that there seems to be no obvious way in which the relations among the contents of my intensional states, on the one hand, and my resulting behavior, on the other, are lawful. But causation in the material world seems to be a matter of lawlike relations among events.
 At any rate, that seems to be the case in the rest of the material world.

But one might say, on the other hand, that the kinds of thing mentioned above are paradigmatically causal and obviously so too. After all, if I didn’t believe that the newspaper was catching fire and if I didn’t want it to do so and if I didn’t believe that holding it under the running faucet would relieve it of its fireful state, then I wouldn’t be holding it there, at least under any ordinary (ceteris paribus) set of circumstances. And if Nancy Cartwright
 is correct, the laws of nature that are so respected by the materialist are themselves ceteris paribus laws too, but for very different reasons, as we will see.

Either answer carries, for most materialist philosophers, some unpalatable consequences. If, on the one hand, we want to say that the mental-qua-mental (meaning “mental” in the fullblooded sense that the propositional and qualitative contents of our mental states are causally involved) has no causal efficacy, whether because of Davidsonian reasons or those of the Churchlands, the price we must be prepared to pay seems to be steep. For as Fodor in his characteristic way puts it:

if it isn’t literally true that my wanting is causally responsible for my reaching, and my itching is causally responsible for my scratching, and my believing is causally responsible for my saying ... if none of that is literally true, then practically everything I believe about anything is false and it’s the end of the world.

On the other hand, if the materialist philosopher of mind wants to say that the contents of our mental states do have causal efficacy, then she must find a way to show either that those contents are material (if she is to retain her commitment to materialism) or that the notion of causation typically invoked needs to be revised, also in keeping with her commitment to materialism. Or both. Now the first disjunct requires that the materialist philosopher of mind show, more or less directly, in the case of intensional states that, as Dennett might have put it, the semantic content of our thoughts is something that can be identified with something material, i.e., that the syntax-semantics distinction can be overcome in a way consistent with materialism.
 And this is a tough job, for it involves showing that semantic content is strictly material. And why is this tough? Well, it seems that there are many, more or less obvious, reasons for thinking that semantic content is not, indeed could not be, material.

So perhaps it is easier to think about causation instead, thereby to approach the question of whether semantic properties could be material indirectly. In doing so, the materialist philosopher of mind cannot advert simply to the distinction twixt hard and soft determinism. For the real question is whether reasons are the sorts of thing that can be causes, not in the Davidsonian sense that it is their material properties that give them causal efficacy, but in the sense that it is their mental properties, their intentional and qualitative properties, that give them in the relevant sense their causal potency. And in order that this not be a question-begging exercise, the materialist must at the outset admit that mental properties are in important ways different from (other?) material properties like stuck thermostats. Thus the task is to recast the notion of causation in a way consistent with materialism which allows for the contents of mental states to be causally efficacious. And if one can do so in a manner that can be shown to be consistent with materialism, that then is in itself an argument for the view that mental state contents are strictly material.

Now causation is typically thought of either in the quasi-Humean sense of constant conjunction simpliciter or in the sense of constant conjunction together with a vague appeal to the notion that one of the events, the cause, makes the other event, the effect, happen. As is well known, Hume thought there to be no rational justification for accepting the second notion, opting instead for a quasi-evolutionary justification for our widespread conviction that there is more to causation than mere conjunction.
 But consider a simple case, viz., that of a pendulum. It is well known that, ceteris paribus, there is an equivalence relation, the exact formulation of which is irrelevant for our purposes, between the pendulum’s length, on the one hand, and the period of its swing, on the other. And if causation is mere constant conjunction, which Hume thinks is all that experience can show, then we ought not to be able to draw a ratinally-principled distinction between what is the cause and what is the effect when we consider the pendulum’s length and the periodicity of its swing. That is, if causation is mere constant conjunction, then which is the cause (the periodicity or the pendulum’s length) ought to be merely a matter of convenience of expression.

But, again as we must realize on a moment’s reflection, that is not correct. Altering the period of the swing (by any means other than changing the length of the pendulum—magnets, mechanical devices, whatever you may think of) has no effect on the pendulum’s length. But, again ceteris paribus, altering the length of the pendulum is immediately accompanied by a change in the pendulum’s period. And so Hume is incorrect: experience does, at least in this case, justify our view that the pendulum’s length makes for (in a stronger sense than mere logical conjunction) its swing’s period.

All elementary, of course, and old hat as well. But it points to a problem for the materialist who is considering how to bring mental states’ content into the causal fold, for according to this view, causation is one-way, even in the case of equivalence relations. But in at least some cases of mental-to-material or material-to-mental causation, causation can apparently go either way: sometimes the mental causes the material (the sudden loudness of the sound, for example, seems to lead to my jumping or grimacing or etc.); but sometimes the material causes the mental (the damage to my nerves’ endings results in my pain). This is a fact that the materialist’s revised notion of causation must accommodate and explain.

So let us begin to revise the notion of causation. To do so, we can best begin by asking some relatively simple questions. Among them are these: What reason is there for thinking that causation must be a lawlike relation among events? What reason is there for thinking that causation must be a lawlike relation among material events? And what reason is there for thinking that causation must be a unidirectional relationship among physical events? Here are the uncharitable answers to each question in turn: Because among the sorts of events covered by our best-developed scientific understanding, causation seems to be lawlike. Because among the sorts of events covered by our best-developed scientific or quasi-scientific understanding, causation occurs only between material events. And because among the events covered by our best-developed scientific understanding, causation is unidirectional.

These are uncharitable answers to the questions raised, for they make it clear that on one view the only real evidence we think we have have for our view of causation is evidence gained from the sciences during the process of observing relations among non-intelligent events or by thinking along scientific lines about such things.. But why should we suppose that such evidence shows that intelligent behaviors, if they are to count as causal, must themselves adhere to the principles gleaned from observation of non-intelligent things? On this view of the priority of science in giving us knowledge of the nature of causation, the answer would seem to be that because non-intelligent things are paradigmatically material, and so must be the principles that govern their behavior, so, therefore, if intelligent behaviors are to be material, they must conform to similar principles as those that govern rocks and planets. But why, other than the fact that some of us think it necessary to give the sciences pride of place when we think of such matters as causation, should we think that intelligent behaviors should conform to the principles that govern non-intelligent behaviors?

In short, these questions and answers are uncharitable because they call into question the primacy of our scientific understanding of things, at least insofar as they tell us about the operations between the mental and the non-mental. And they are uncharitable because they ask us to entertain the possibility that the mental, though perhaps material, does not in all of its aspects operate in accordance with the same principles that govern non-mental materiality.

But perhaps we shouldn’t therefore reject the questions. Why not think of causation as being of two different sorts, one sort governing the behavior of the non-intelligent materiality and another sort at least sometimes governing intelligent materiality? It’s inconvenient to do so, all right, if different kinds of causation should be required, but that doesn’t automatically mean that it is wrong to do so. So think of causation in something like the following way: When causation is at work among non-intelligent physicalia, it does so in a lawlike manner because of those physicalia’s nature. But when it is at work among intelligent physicalia, then sometimes it does not do so in a lawlike—or in the same lawlike—way, again because of those physicalia’s properties or nature.

How might the notion of causation be thought of, then, under this way of looking at the relation of the mental to the material? We have (at least) two main choices: First, we could continue to think of causation as we do now, viz., as a lawful relation among material phenomena; second, we could think of it in a slightly different way—we could continue to maintain that it is a relation among material phenomena, though it is lawful in the standard way only for a subportion of the material, namely, that part of the material that is covered by the standard hard sciences (and maybe a bit more broadly), and if it is lawful for the remainder of the material, a different kind of lawful relation must be conceived. The first way of thinking about causation I have already suggested to be of no help in our understanding the relation of the mental to the rest of nature. And so it will not be any surprise to hear that I think that we must think of causation in the second way.

But how does that way go? Let us begin, at least initially, by thinking of the material realm as causally closed, i.e., by thinking that material events have only other material events as their causes and that material events cause only other material events. That is intended to ensure that dualism of the objectionable sort is ruled out.
 (We will consider elsewhere whether causation newly-considered must be “bottom up” as our understanding from science seems to some to suggest is the case for the sorts of thing studied by the (hard) sciences.
) Thus, if the intentional content is to play a causal role in the material realm, it must be material.

But it must be, in the most important respect anyway, very different from non-menal physicalia in the respect that semantic content plays a causal role in cases of (material) causation involving mental-to-mental, mental-to-(other)material, and (other)material-to-mental causal transactions. For “ordinary” causation as attested to by the hard sciences needs no semantic content for causal transactions to take place. Instead, as we all know, “ordinary” causation operates as a relation among properties (events, etc.) understood as non-semantic in nature and in a lawful way that is required by those properties themselves.

But causation as a relation between mental and (other kinds of) material properties does not operate that way, and it is time to take fully seriously (again) the possibility that it does not do so because some of their properties are of a different sort from those of non-intelligent physicalia. The relation between semantic mental properties and (other kinds of) material properties is not lawful in the same way as ordinary causation because semantic mental properties do not (always) operate in accordance with the same type of lawfulness. How, for example, could non-semantic properties (events, etc.) such as neurophysiological ones of a certain sort lead to semantic properties (e.g., the content of my belief that the stove must still be hot) by means of (the same sorts of) laws that govern the behavior of the brain like synapse firings? Or how could the semantic properties of my belief that putting the newspaper under the running faucet will extinguish the paper’s flame lead,
 in the same kind of (lawful) way, to my carrying the newspaper to the sink and turning on the faucet over it?
So let us say, second, that if there is causal interaction between mental semantic properties (events, etc.) and (other) material properties (events, etc.) and if it is lawful, then the laws that govern such interactions are different from the causal laws that govern (other) material transactions. Moreover, we must apparently admit that if mental events cause other mental events, at least if they are intentional, i.e., if they involve semantic contents of those mental states, then the causal principles involved must also be different from those that govern the causal interactions among non-mental, material events (properties, things, etc.)

But what would these causal principles be like? Well, they must not be merely digital, for that is the key nature of the causal laws governing non-mental, material interactions. What I mean by saying that that’s the key nature of non-mental causation is simply that non-mental, material interactions require laws that lack semantic content and that are versions of classical causation. This is different, I’m suggesting, from causation that involves mental events (etc.) in the strong sense. No doubt those mental events must be partly digital in the human brain or other relevant material system, i.e., have something like “syntactic” shapes, else, on the materialist view, the intentional mental could not lead to material behavior.  But they must also be, well, semantic in nature, for otherwise the semantic could play no causal role. And this tells us something about (part of) the brain, namely, that it must be an organ some of whose operations are, at least sometimes, purely “syntactic” or straightforwardly digital. But, equally, it must be an organ at least some of whose operations are sometimes wholly or partly semantic in nature. Thus at least part of the brain must be, at least sometimes, something that does not operate strictly in accordance with the “syntactic” or digital laws that contemporary neurophysiologists have uncovered. And so the causal principles involved must also be “richer” than those that have been uncovered by contemporary neurophysiologists.
 A caveat is in order here, however, for uncovering these further principles will require that neurophysiology be thought of in a slightly wider way than at present, and no one knows how we are to do that.

Nevertheless, just what are the differences between these two kinds of causal principle, other than that one sort allows for semantic content to play a causal role while the other does not? For starters, if the first sort of causal principle is lawful at all, then the exact nature of the lawful relationship is determined by the semantic nature of many mental states. But that would seem to mean that we need to re-examine the semantic, in particular to determine which of its properties contribute to its causal power and how. The sorts of semantic property we are all accustomed to talking about have to do with the semantic’s “aboutness” and with that aboutness’s truth or falsity, at least when we are focused on, say, belief. But we are not in general accustomed to the consideration of questions like “How does a mental state’s semantic content, especially its truth or falsity, cause (or fail to cause) certain material movements in the person who is in that state?” and “How does an ‘ordinary’ material transaction like a beam of light being cast on the retinae of one’s eyes cause the possessor of those eyes to believe that there is an oak true just ahead?”. We are, of course, quite accustomed to hearing “It can’t” when these questions are infrequently asked, together with an explanation of why it can’t in terms of ordinary causal principles of the sort advanced by the hard sciences. But if we take seriously the possibility that there are (at least) two distinct sorts of causal principle, that answer will be the last, not the first, thing we will take seriously so long as we admit it as possible that there are such principles.

So what we have seen thus far is that the nature of causation depends upon the nature of the properties (events, etc.) that are involved in a given causal transaction. This way of looking at causation is different from the standard way which says that causation’s nature is independent of or prior to the nature of the properties, etc., over which it ranges in a given situation. Thus it would be a mistake to suppose that causation must be the same relation between events (properties, etc.), no matter how different in kind those events might be. And so one of the central physicalist assumptions in the philosophy of mind, namely, that the behavior of material entities like those studied by physics and chemistry tells us, or will tell us, in principle the whole story about the material world, must be reconsidered. The semantic properties of some events or states, most particularly those of some brain events or states, must not be supposed to be reducible to non-semantic properties or states of the brain, not because of the standard reasons like Multiple Realizability, but because a semantic property is not the kind of thing that is reducible to a non-semantic property. 

Nor will it do to suggest, as Dennett does,
 that semantic states are to be mimicked by “syntactic” properties of brain events or states. It will not do to suggest this, for “syntactic” properties of brain events or states can’t so mimic any more than the syntax of a language can mimic its semantic contents. Purely syntactic properties of either the brain or a language lack the ability to be about something other than themselves or about anything at all, and so they lack the ability to mimic in the appropriate respects something that does have that ability. How, for example, could the syntactic “mimic” the semantic content of “The Lord moves in mysterious ways”?

So mental-to-mental, mental-to-(other)material, and (other)material-to-mental causation must be regarded as operating in accordance with principles that are (somewhat or vastly) different from the sort of causation that is studied by the hard sciences like physics, chemistry, and some areas of biology. And they are different because the mental has some properties that are different from the non-mental like those things studied in the hard sciences. That is among the most important lessons to be learned in our thinking about causation, and we might as well begin to accept the fact.

In accordance with that, one of the first things we must accept about causation involving the mental is that it does not have the certainty of causation that does not involve the mental. This is something that is unavoidable because of the nature of brain or other material states (events, etc.) possessing semantic content—because, that is, of the kinds of properties that such entities have. Part of this is due to the non-defeasibility of the mental, i.e., the fact that no matter how many intentional states we may invoke in spelling out the causal facts involving the mental, we can always add more. For example, A’s going down the hall to the drinking fountain can be (partially) explained by pointing out that A is thirsty, wants a drink of water, and believes that the drinking fountain down the hall is the closest place where drinking water may be found. But there is always more to be said, for example that A believes that the drinking fountain down the hall is operating, that the water to be had there is not polluted, and so forth. And we can add yet more, for example that A does not desire to gain additional exercise by walking across campus to a different drinking fountain, and so forth. And there is apparently no end to this process. These ceteris paribus conditions are akin to, but they are not the same as, those discussed so frequently by Cartwright when she talks about the nature of natural laws or, better, those laws laid down in the sciences. They differ from those spoken of by Cartwright in the respect that they are all semantic in nature.

Which leads us to a second reason why there is not the certainty among causal relations involving the mental that we find among those that do not. This second reason is that the mental is irreducibly normative in nature, and so believing-that- or fearing-that-p, etc., always carries truth, or the commitment to truth, with it in some form and always carries a background assumption that the person or other intelligent being possessing the belief or fear is more or less rational. In a mostly rational system, although there is no relation of entailment among its believings,
 we assume that many, if not most, of its beliefs, etc., are true and that that system is able to see some (though presumably not all, unless it is perfectly rational) of the relations between those beliefs and others it has or ought to have given that it has the first. Moreover, a mostly rational system will, at least most of the time, want to make decisions about what to do based on having true semantic states, or at least on semantic states it has mostly good and consistent reasons for thinking to be true. So truth and rationality are to be fed into the mix here.

Human rationality is imperfect, as we all know. And many of the things we believe to be true are not, as we also know. But the two do not, at least in the relevant way, go hand in hand. Thus, for example, a rational being A might believe, on the basis of the best evidence available (assuming that there is a fair amount of evidence), that P, even though P turns out to be false. And so we would want to say that A is believing rationally, even though what A believes is false. And A’s subsequent behavior might also be rational in the sense that A behaves as she does on the basis, among other things, of her belief based on the best available evidence that P. But all of this is not lawful in the same way as the behaviors of atoms, hearts, and celestial bodies.

I cannot, in this paper, go into further details. And so, instead and because of the inevitably programmatic nature of what I have said above, let me close by re-emphasizing the main points I have urged. 

First. If folk-psychological explanations of behavior are to play a role in a materialist conception of mind, then they must be full-blooded causal explanations (or equivalent to explanations that are causal, a distinction probably without a real difference). This is because of a frequently cited and plausible conviction among (some) materialists that the criterion of something’s existence is that it function in a causal way—more directly, that it can enter significantly into causal transactions. That seems to imply that explanations given in folk psychology, if they do genuine work, must be causal explanations or, perhaps in a slightly weaker vein, must be equivalent to explanations that are causal.

Second. But the fact that intentional explanations—i.e., explanations that appeal to the semantic content of intentional states—cannot be equivalent to explanations that do not so appeal, at least in some cases, means that we must admit semantic content into the causal realm in the material world, not that we throw it out. For without taking it seriously, we cannot genuinely explain the behavior of intelligent beings.

Third. A careful consideration of causation shows that our paradigmatic conception of it comes from the sciences or from thinking along scientific lines. But that does not mean that it’s right or that that is the only kind of causation there is, for the hard sciences all deal with physicalia that are non-intelligent and non-semantic. And there is no good reason to think that causal principles that govern non-intelligent physicalia must be the same as those that govern intelligent physicalia, since at least some of the latter possess properties that non-intelligent physicalia do not, namely, semantic properties.

Fourth. But the nature of causal relations derives, I have urged, from the kinds of properties possessed by those things that are causally related. And since intelligent physicalia, at least some of them, possess semantic properties which are vitally related to what those physicalia are and hence to how they interact with other physicalia, then attention must be paid to those properties in determining the nature of causal relations in which they figure.

Fifth. And so we should expect causal relations among intelligent physicalia sometimes to be different from those among non-intelligent physicalia. And among the differences is that causal relations among the former should involve different laws, if they involve laws at all, from those found in the latter.

I close with the observation that we have yet to determine how intelligent and non-intelligent physicalia interact. But what I have suggested above implies that there is some way in which they do which, if materialism is correct, is governed by causal relations of the material realm, and that should be our research project, instead of trying to explain away the very features that make some physicalia fundamentally different from those which the hard sciences investigate. Beyond this, however, I cannot in this paper venture.

� For purposes of this paper, I will treat physicalism, materialism, and naturalism as three different views. The first two will refer to nature, including intelligent beings, as all being of one sort of thing, the material. But the former of the two, physicalism, I will use to refer to the view that all natural entities ultimately are composed of the things studied by our basic sciences, viz., physics, chemistry, and parts of biology. The second notion, materialism, is not thus construed, but is instead open to the possibility that there are, e.g., emergent things that, though material, cannot be reduced to the things of physics, etc. Naturalism, however, is used more expansively to include the possibility that nature contains things that are not material at all. Thus, I will break materialist philosophers of mind into two groups. I am talking here about materialists construed broadly.


� See, e.g., J. Kim, Philosophy of Mind (Wesview Press: 1995), the Introduction.


�Or, at any rate, point in some way in the right direction of genuine causal explanations to which they are equivalent or on which they supervene (if supervenience makes sense). 


� Pace Fodor.  


� I will use “event” as short for “event, property, entity, etc.” throughout this paper.


� She has been urging this point for a number of years in a variety of publications. Her most recent book on the topic has just come out.


�A Theory of Content and Other Essays. Cambridge, Mass.: Bradford Books/MIT Press, p. 156. 


� Dennett, The Intentional Stance (Bradford Books/MIT Press) 1993, p. 51.


� I refer, of course, to Hume’s famous passage in which he suggests that nature has made the mind like nature in the respect that it thinks of some things as making other things happen.


� Or explain away. But if this is the strategy involved, then the result seems to be that the mental is not causally efficacious in any obviously mental way and so its existence must be denied. For many materialists, to their credit, this seems not the correct way to go.


� What sorts of dualism are not objectionable to the materialist? There is no quick and dirty answer to this question, but the sorts of dualism I have in mind as being objectionable are substance-dualism and that form of property-dualism which maintains that some properties are tokened in material things in non-material ways. Other kinds, perhaps unobjectionable, are the dualism between first- and third-person descriptions of intelligent events, etc., and the dualism between system-level and non-system-level descriptions.


� But you can tell that I think that it can’t be if causation is to be bi-directional is the case of the mental. Or, at any rate, that the mental must take place, contra Searle, at the same level as the most fundamental of (other) physical causes.


� In the presence of other mental states with semantic properties like my wanting to extinghish the flame, and so forth.


� Remember that we are assuming (a) that the mental is strictly material, all of it and (b) that it is, at least sometimes, the semantic content of a mental state that is causally relevant to the causal transaction.


� Ibid.


� Computers don’t “mimic” the semantic in this sense. At best, they model it.


� See my “Rationality, Validity, and Belief” for more details about this matter. But briefly, entailment is a relation among propositions, not mental states. There is, in other words, a profound difference in the relations among the contents of one’s believings, on the one hand, and the relations among one’s believings themselves, on the other.
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