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Dualism

You gotta have soul.

—BillyJoel

According to an ancient tradition, the mind is a nonphysical object. This doctrine is

called substance dualism, and is the focus of the first half of this chapter (Sections
1.1 and 1.2). According to substance dualism, the mind is an entirely different sort

of thing to the body. The body is a physical object—it’slocated in space; it’s made

from the atoms familiar to chemistry; it has a certain weight and height; and it can

be seen and touched. The mind, on the other hand, is a nonphysical object. It’s not

located in space; it’s not made from the atoms familiar to chemistry; it has neither

weight nor height; and it can’t be seen or touched. (In Chapter 8 we will refine our

understanding of the difference between the physical and the nonphysical. For the

moment we’ll proceed on an intuitive understanding of the distinction.)
We’ve seen that, according to substance dualism, mind and body are different

sorts of things or substances. (If it helps, read ’substance’ as ‘5tufi’.)We can now

see where the label ’substance dualism' comes from. According to substance

dualism there are two distinct kinds of substances in the world: mental substances

and physical substances. In Other words, there is a duality of substances. Later in

this chapter we will consider another form of dualism—propertydualism.

Whereas substance dualism claims that there are two fundamentally different kinds

of substances in the world, property dualism claims that there are two fundamentally
different kinds of properties in the world. (when philosophers use the word prop-

erty they mean, roughly, ’feature’.)I’ll say more about the distinction between

properties and substances in Section 1.4.

Before getting started one brief terminological point is in order. Sometimes

substance dualists call the nonphysical mind they postulate the ’soul’. However,

when discussing substance dualism I'll tend to avoid the term 'soul’ because of its

associations with religious doctrines that are not part of substance dualism. For

example, according to common usage the soul is an entity which survives the

death of the body. However. the philosophical doctrine of substance dualism takes

no stand on the afterlife one way or the other.



Imagine that, whilst on saiari, Bioggs sees a lion 3 short distance away and runs

back to his car. A [cw quick strides and he’s sale inside. Here’s how the substance

dualist accounts [or this series of events. First, light waves from the lion hit Bloggs's

retina, stimulating it in a particular way. Bloggs's brain then extracts sensory

inlormation from the activation pattem on his retina, and passes that inlormation

on to his nonphysical mind. His mind interprets the sensory iniormation it has

received from the brain and recognizes that there is a lion present. It then decides

that the best thing to do is to run quickly back to the vehicle. A message (RUN!) is

sent from Bloggs's mind back to his brain. His brain sends the relevant signals to

his leg muscles and he runs quickly back to the car.

According to substance dualism, mind and body, whilst quite distinct, interact

with one another. Sensory information about the state of the world is sent [rorn

brain to mind, and decisions about how to react are sent from mind to brain. Your

body is like a probe, sent by NASA to explore a distant planet. The probe sends

pictures back to mission control, where scientists decide what the probe should do

next. Instructions are then sent back to the probe which responds accordingly.
The probe itsell is entirely unintelligent. Similarly. inIormation about the world is

communicated by the body to the mind; the mind decides on a course of action and

communicates the decision back to the body. The body itseli makes no decisions.

It's important to note that the relations between the mind and the body are

mmal relations. The sensory information sent by the brain to the mind causes

the mind to register the presence of the lion. And the mind’s decision to run causes

the brain to activate the relevant muscles. In other words, there are two-way

causal interactions between the mind and the brain.

It’s worth briefly considering two more examples.

1. Say that Bloggs burns his hand on the stove and, accordingly, [eels a painful
sensation. According to substance dualism, the damage to Bloggs's hand causes

a message to be sent to his brain, which in turn sends a message to his non-

physical mind. The mind is then brought into a state which Bloggs recognizes
as a painful sensation. According to substance dualism, experiences oi pain are

states of the nonphysical mind; the brain itseli has no conscious experiences.

2. Say that Bloggs knows the following two things. (1) If it's Friday then it's

payday. (2) It’s Friday. From (1) and (2) he works out something else:

(3) it's payday. According to substance dualism, all oi these knowledge states

are states of Bloggs's nonphysical mind. Moreover. his nonphysical mind's

being in states (I) and (2) caused it to be in state (3). On this view, all rational

inierence occurs in the nonphysical mind: the brain is just plain dumb.
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In this section we will consider [our arguments in favor of substance dualism. The

first three arguments all have the [allowing structure:

LMindscan .

2. No physical object can

Therefore,

3. Minds are not physical objects.

Different arguments are obtained by fillingin the empty slots in different ways.

I. Could a physical abject use language? We obtain the first argument for substance

dualism by fillingin the empty slots with 'use language’:

1a. Minds can use language.

2a. No physical object can use language.

Therefore,

3. Minds are not physical objects.

This argument was articulated by the seventeenth-century French philosopher,

scientist, and mathematician, René Descartes (1596—1650).It seemed to him

impossible that a physical object could generate and understand the rich variety ol

sentences which humans so eilortlessly handle. Consequently, it seemed imposs-

ible to Descartes that the humatt mind could be a physical object.
Since Descartes' day, a great deal has been learned about language. In particu-

lar, we have come to appreciate that languages are regulated by a series of rules

that specify which sequences of words count as grammatical sentences. These

rules are called the syntax of the language. The syntax ol English, for example.

specifiesthat ‘The boy are the ice cream‘ is a grammatical sentence whereas ‘Are

boy ice cream the the' is not. Syntax is meclmrtiml in the sense that, in principle, a

computer could be programmed to determine of any sequence oi English words

whether or not it’s grammatical. 1 say ‘in principle' because our understanding of

syntax remains incomplete. Nevertheless, we have good reason to accept that a

certain kind of physical object—asuitably programmed computer—couldprocess

the rules of language. Consequently, it seems that Descartes was wrong to at least

this extent: a physical object could handle the syntax of language.

However, there is more to language than syntax. In particular, words and sen-

tences have matting. The ways in which meanings are assigned to the words and

sentences of a language is called the semantics of that language. Recently, lin-

guists and philosophers have began to unravel the mysteries of semantics. it's fair



to say that, at present, we don‘t have a lully worked Out theory of semantics. But

it's also lair to say that. at present, there seems to be little reason to doubt that a

physical object could use language meaningiully. Descartes‘ argument from the

claim that minds use language to the claim that the mind is a nonphysical object
therefore seems mistaken.

2. Could a physical abject reason? The second argument for substance dualism we will

consider is very much like the first. Descartes not only doubted that a physical

object could use language; he also doubted whether such an object could reason:

1h. Minds can engage in reasoning.

2b. No physical object can engage in reasoning.

Therefore,

3. Minds are not physical objects.

Descartes begins his defense of the crucial second premise by noting that

reasoning is universal in this sense: there are many circumstances about whid't

we can reason. He admits that there could be a mechanism for responding to any

one circumstance leg. responding to dogs); however, he claims that there could

not be a mechanism which responded to a multiplicity of circumstances (say, dogs,

breakfast, and algebra). Consequently, a machine which could respond univer-

sally would require a vast number of mechanisms—one [or each circumstance.

But, he says, that’simpossible: the number oi mechanisms involved would be too

great.

I'm unconvinced by Descartes’ argument for the second premise. However,

rather than directly discussing the second premise, I propose to brieflyconsider

one kind at reasoning which modem machines can, at least to some extent,

achieve—mathematical reasoning. (As a significantmathematician, Descartes

would have been intrigued by the medianiurion of mathematical reasoning.)

Just what do we mean by the expression ‘mathematical reasoning? Liby 'math-

ematical reasoning’we mean something like 'the ability to correctly apply
mathematical rules' then it’s clear that physical objects can do mathematical

reasoning. Alter all, the cheapest pocket calculator can apply the rules of addition.

subtraction, multiplication. and so forth to a range of numbers.

'Mathematical reasoning' might, though, mean something else. it might refer to

the ability to discover new mathematical truths and methods. Newton and

Leibniz, for example, invented calculus—an entirely new way 01 solving certain

mathematical problems. Could a computer be programmed to do mathematical

reasoning in this sense? Could a computer discover calculus? This is a hard ques-

tion, and one which we cannot address very fully here. What can be said is that

certain kinds ol mathematical discoveries can now be made by computers. These



discoveries involve deriving new mathematical truths ('theorems') from

established mathematical claims (‘axioms’).There are limits to how eflective com-

puters can be at making these sorts oi discoveries. Nevertheless, it seems that at

least some sorts of mathematical reasoning can be achieved by physical objects.
and it is likely that luture research will expand the range oi mathematical prob-
lems which computers can solve.

3. Could a physical object be conscious? The third argument [or substance dualism is as

lollows:

tc. Minds can be conscious.

2:. No physical object can be conscious.

Therefore.

3. Minds are not physical objects.

[suspect that considerations of consciousness weigh heavily with many dualists.

Sometimes these considerations amount to littlt: more than the bald intuition that

no physical objecr could be conscious; sometimes they consist oi sophisticated

arguments. For the moment i propose to simply set aside the issue of conscious-

ness. That issue is so important—andso difficult—that Part 4 of this book is

devoted to discussing it. We will consider there whether the existence of con»

sciousness provides good reason to endorse some lotm oi dualism.

Before moving on to the final argument in favor of substance dualism, it is

worth mentioning that each oi the three arguments just discussed relies on

Leibniz’s principle of the inditcemilzility ofidmticalt. The German philosopher and

mathematician Gottfried Leibniz (1646—1716)pointed out that ii X and Y are

identical then they have exactly the same propenies. So, it there are properties ol

the mind which no physical object could have then, by the principle 01' the indis-

cernibility of identicals, the mind cannot be a physical object. And this is exactly
the strategy adopted by the three arguments we have been considering.

4. Doubt and existence. The last argument lot substance dualism which we will con-

sider is also due to Descartes. tn the Meditations, Descanes noticed that he could

doubt the existence oi his body. He begins by observing that sometimes when we

dream we mistake our dreams [or reality. For example, i might dream that I'm

falling oil a cliff, and whilst dreaming it seems to me entirely real that I’m falling oil

a cliff. Nevertheless, I'm actually asleep in bed. It follows that at least many 01 my

present belieis might be false. For example, it seems to me that at this moment I'm

wide awake, sitting in from 01' my laptop. But it must be admitted that I could be

asleep. dreaming that l’m sitting in tom of my laptop. Consequently, my present

beliel that I’m sitting in Lront oimy laptop can be called into doubt. Similarly, my



present belici that I have a body can be called into doubt. Perhaps I have no body
but am presently dreaming that I do.

Descartes strengthened this line of thought by introducing a new thought

experiment. It seems that i must admit that there might be an incredibly power-

ful alien determined to mislead me in all possible ways. This creature controls

my thoughts, making me believe all sorts of things which are not true. But once

I admit that such a creature is possible, it seems that [must admit that my pre-

sent beliei that I have a body could be mistaken. Perhaps I am a disembodied

spirit who has been deceived by the powedul alien into believing that l have a

body.
Considerations like these lcd Descartes to the first prerrtise of his argument:

(A) I can doubt that I have a body.

Next, Descartes took his thought experiments a little further. We have admitted

that I might be dreaming that I'm sitting in lront 01 my laptop. However, even if

I'm dreaming, one thing remains certain: that I exist. My beliel that I exist must be

true. because even it I'm dreaming, 1 must exist in order to dream. Similarly, the

alien might deceive me in all sorts oi ways. Nevertheless, it remains certain that I

exist. My belief that I exist must be true because. even it the alien is controlling my

thoughts, I must exist in order to be controlled.

Considerations like these led Descartes to his second premise:

(B) I cannot doubt that I exist.

From (A) and (B) it seems to follow that:

(C) lant not my body.

We will return to the inference from (A) and (B) to (C) shortly. For the moment,

notice that if we accept that I am my mind, then (C) entails the claim that:

(D) My mind is not my body.

Now (D) is not quite the same as substance dualism; nevertheless, establishing

(D) would go a long way towards establishing substance dualism.

Let's now think about the inference from (A) and (B) to (C). At first glance, the

inference from (A) and (B) to (C) would appear to have the same structure as this

argument:

(Al) My car is red.

(Bl) The car in front oI me is not red.

Therefore,

(C1) The car in front al me is not mine.



The argument item (A l) and (BI) to (C l) is a good one. By the principle of the

indiscernibility of identicals, il the car in lront ol me is my car it must have exactly

the same properties as my car. Consequently, it my car is a different color to the

one in ltont of me, then the car in [rent of me is not mine.

Now the argument from (A) and (B) to (C) also seems to rely on the principle of

the indiscernibilty ol identicals. For it points out that I have one property—the

propertyof it not being doubted that [ exist—and my body has another propeny—

the property of it being doubted that it exists. Since land my body have dillerent

properties, it seems to [allow that I am not my body.
But there’s a catch. Consider the following argument.

(A2) I think my cat is red.

(32) I think the car in Iront oi the is not red.

Therefore.

(C2) The car in front of me is not mine.

At first glance, this argument appears to rely on the principle ol the indiscern-

ibiliry oi identicals. For it says that whilst my car has the property ol being thought
to be red, the car in front oi me does not, and so the car in [mm of me is not mine.

But it’s clear that this argument does not work. Say that I havejust won a blue car

in a lottery, but mistakenly believe that I have won a red car. I go to pick up my

new car and the lottery organizers show me a blue car. It really is my car, but

I don't think that it is because I expect a red car. In that case premises (A2) and (Bl)

are both true: I think my car is red and I think the car in iront of me is not red.

Nevertheless, the conclusion (C2) is false: the car in from oi the is mine.

More generally, the principle of the indiscemibility oi identicals does not work

when the properties in question involve psychological states Like believing and

thinking. Now this is crucial for the evaluation of Descartes' argument. For

premises (A) and (B) both involve properties which involve the psychological
state of doubling. Another example will make it quite clear that Descartes'

argument doesn't work:

(A3) 1 (an doubt I am the author 01 this book.

(BS) I cannot doubt thatI exist.

Therefore.

(C3) Iarn not the author of this book.

Descartes has shown how I can doubt that I am the author 01 this book: Imight have

merely dreamed that I wrote it or my droughts might be under the control of a power-

Iul alien. And he has shown us how I cannot doubt that I exist. But it certainly does

not follow that I am not the author of this book. Similarly, whilst I can doubt that

Ihave a body and not doubt that I exist, it does not iollow that I am not my body.



1.3 Arguments against substance dualism

In the previous section we considered four arguments in favor of substance

dualism. None of these arguments was very convincing. in this section I will

present three arguments against substance dualism.

1. Princess Elizabeth's argument. The substance dualist makes two claims about the

mind. (1) Mind and body are radically diiierent kinds oi substances. (2) Mind and

body causally interact. These two claims are in tension. [I mind and body are sup-

posed to be radically dilierent. how can they causally interact? This objection was

first put to Descartes by his contemporary, Princess Eliurbeth oi Bohemia

(1618-80). Descartes’ replies were highly evasivet

Princess Elizabeth's argument has a certain amount of force. Nevertheless. the

argument can be overplayed. Notice that there are causal interactions between

very different kinds oi physical substances. For example, sunshine can heat metal.

and yet sunshine and metal are quite dllierent kinds oi substance. The lormer is a

kind of electromagnetic radiation: the latter an assembly of atoms. it quite diiicr-

ent kinds oi physical substances can interact, why can't physical and nonphysical
substances interact? The crucial point. it seems to me, is not that mind and brain

are (according to substance dualism) radically diiiercnt kinds oi stui’i:rather, the

crucial point is that the substance dualist has said absolutely nothing about the

details oi the interaction. Physics can tell us in considerable detail about the ways

light aiiects matter. but the substance dtralist can provide no details at all about the

way the snul and brain affect each other.

2. The explanatory completeness of physiology. ll you ask a physiologist to describe

what happens when Bioggs runs away from a lion, they will say something like

this. Running occurs when certain muscle groups—especiallythe muscles in the

thigh—contractpowerfully. The thigh muscles contract because they are stimu-

lated by certain nerves. Those nerves arise in the spine, and are in turn stimulated

by special spinal nerves. The spinal nerves in their turn are stimulated by the

motor cortex—the pan of the brain devoted to the initiation and control oi move-

ment. At this point the physiologists account gets very complicated. but this much

is clear. The motor cortex is stimulated by those pans oi the brain responsible for

decision making, which in turn receive input irom the visual conex—the pan oi

the brain responsible [or vision. (Remember that Bloggs ran away because he saw

the lion.) And the activity in the visual cortex came about because Bloggs’sretina

was stimulated by the lion.

1 have, of course, leit out a great deal oi detail. The sum total of what physiology
has discovered about the causal background of even a simple movement would fill

a dozen books. Nevertheless, it's clear that the theory oiiered by the physiologist is



a physical one. There has been no mention whatsoever of nonphysical substances.

But if we can account for people‘sactions without appealing to nonphysical
substances. then substance dualism is mistaken to at least this extent: the non-

physical mind does not cause people to behave as they do. of course, the substance

dualist could concede this point but still insist that the nonphysical mind is respon-

sible for other aspects of our mental lile. For example, it might be argued
that, whilst not causally responsible [or our actions, the nonphysieal mind is

nevertheless the seat of consciousness. We return to the issue of consciousness in

Part 4. For the moment we can say this much: there is no need to believe in a

nonphysical mind in order to explain action.

3. The explanatory weakness ofsubrtance dualism. In the Introduction we noted six

general features OI mental life which a good theory of mental states should be able

to explain (or explain away):

1. Some mental states are caused by states 01 the world.

Some mental states cause actions.

Some mental states cause other mental states.

. Some mental states are conscious.

. Some mental states are about things in the world.owewtaSome kinds of mental states are systematically correlated with certain kinds oi

brain states.

What is striking about substance dualism is the extent to which it fails to illumin-

ate the items on this list. We have already seen that substance dualism has trouble

explaining the first two items on the list. Moreover, it is completely silent about

the third item: it says nothing at all about how one mental state causes another.

How do states of nonphysical stuff bring about other states of nonphysical stuff? In

particular. how is it that some of the causal relarions between nonphysical states

respect the canons of rationality? No answers are forthcoming.

Turning to the fourth item we can observe that substance dualists do not offer a

theory oI consciousness. They assert that nonphysical mental stull' is conscious;

they do not tell us what it is about nonphysical stuff that facilitates consciousness.

This problem is especially telling if we allow that some mental states are uncan-

StiallS. What is the difference between conscious, nonphysical mental states and

unconscious, nonphysical mental states?

Item (5) on the list of general features of mental states notes that at least some

mental states are about things in the world: my belief that Mt Everest is 8,848

meters high is about Mt Everest. Theories of the ’aboutness' 0! mental states are

called ‘theories of content', and we discuss theories 01 content in Chapter 9. It is



not entirely out of the question that nonphysical states could be about things in

the world, nevertheless, we don’t at present have a dualist theory of content.

Finally, let's consider item (6). Why should states oi a nonphysical mind be

correlated with states of the physical brain? According to substance dualism, the

brain plays a crucial role in mediating between the world and the nonphysical
mind. Perceptual information about the world is conveyed to the mind via the

brain, and instructions to move in certain ways are conveyed from the mind to the

body via the brain. Consequently, the existence of correlations between mental

states and brain states is not entirely unexpected. However, we know that damage
to certain parts ol the brain causes deficits of reasoning. In other words, we know

that there are correlations between reasoning processes and certain brain states.

According to substance dualism. though, reasoning occurs entirely in the soul. The

correlations between reasoning processes and brain states are thus an embarrass-

ment to substance dualism.

So far I have argued that substance dualism has little to say about the six items

on our list. Moreover, there is little reason to expect that the explanatory situation

will change. There simply are no obvious ways oi developing nonphysicalist
theories of perception, thought, action, or consciousness. In contrast, we shall see

in later chapters that there are at least the beginnings of physicalist theories of

most of the items on the list. Moreover, there are reasons to think that those

physicalist theories might be developed in coming years.

The relative lack of explanatory power 01 substance dualism is, in my view. the

most decisive reason available lor discarding substance dualism. We should

endorse the theory 01 mental states which most helps us understand the place
of minds in the world, and substance dualism does very little to advance that

understanding.

1 .4 Property dualism

So [at in this chapter we have largely been concerned with substance dualism. In

this section 1 will brieflydiscuss an alternative kind of dualism—propertydualism.

We haven’t said very much yet about the distinction between substances and

properties. For our purposes, a substance is something Whid‘l could be the only thing
in the universe. My body is therefore a substance, for we can easily imagine a uni-

verse which contains only my body. On the other hand, having a mass (roughly,

weight) of 80 kg is not a substance, for we cannot imagine a universe which contains

80 kg and nothing else: there would have to be something else in the universe

which had that mass. (This way of defining‘substance‘is due to David Armstrong

(1968: 7). I'm not entirely happy with it, but it will do [or present purposes.)



We have seen that my body is a substance whereas having a mass of 80 kg is not.

Having a mass oI 80 kg is a property. Say that my body weighs 80 kg. Then one of

my body's properties is having a mass of 80 kg. More generally: substances have

properties.

Here are a few more examples. My car is a substance: we can imagine a universe

which contains nothing but my car. One of my car’s properties is being white.

Another is having [our tires. And a third is having the license plate 'UZR 155’. The

Australian one-dollar coin in my pocket is a substance. It has various properties

including being gold colored: being minted in 1998; and being in my pocket.

With the distinction berween substance and property in place, we can now turn

to the doctrine of property dualism. According to property dualism, mental states

are nonphysical properties ol the brain. The brain is a physical substance with vari-

ous physical properties. For example, the typical human brain weighs about one

kilogram; contains billions of neurons; has a blood supply; and so {orth. That much

is common ground. What's radical about property dualism is that it claims that,

besides all of these physical properties, the brain has some nanphysical properties.

These include being conscious; being in pain; believing that it is Monday; and

wishing that it were Friday. In short. mental states are nonphysical properties oI

the brain.

There are various kinds ol property dualism, but here we will focus on one espe-

cially important sort: epiphenamenal property dualism. Since ’epiphenomenal

property dualism’ is a bit oi a mouthlul, I will just say 'epiphenomenalism'.

According to epiphenomenalism, physical properties ol the brain cause non-

physical properties of the brain, but not vice versa. Consider again the example oi

seeing a lion (Section 1.1). According to epiphenomenalism, light waves from the

lion stimulate Bloggs's retina in a certain way, and that in turn causes his brain [0

be activated irt a certain way. In other words, his brain is caused to have a particu-

lar physical property—theproperty of being activated in a certain way. Bloggs's

brain's having the physical property of being activated in that way causes it to have

the nonphysical property oI thinking ‘LIONI‘

So far we have seen that, according to epiphenomenalism, mental states are non-

physical properties of the brain which are brought about by physical properties o[

the brain. The distinctive feature of epiphenomenalism is that the nonphysical

properties of the brain do not, in turn, bring about physical states oi the brain.

Bloggs’s'LlON!’ thought has no causal powers—itdoesn’t du anything. But if his

‘LION I’ thought doesn't do anything, it does not cause him to run away. What, then,

makes Bloggs run away when he sees a lion? According to epiphenomenalism, it is

physical states of his brain alone which cause him to run away. So the full story

according to epiphenomenalism is this. Light waves strike Bloggs's retina and

cause his brain to be activated in a certain way. Call the physical property of having



Nonphysical LION!

Figure 1.1 A diagrammatic representation ol epiphenornenalisrn. The arrows represent the

causal relation. with the an’owheadlocated at the eflecl

the brain activated in a certain way 'P'. P has two effects. FitSt, it causes Bloggs’s
brain to have the nonphysical property of thinking 'LIONl'. Second. it causes his

legs to move so that he runs away. Figure 1.1 illustrates epiphenomenal property

dualism.

It’s important to stress that, according to epiphenomenalism, mental states are

causally inert. My thought ’LION!’ does nothing. What causes me to run away is a

state of my brain.

1 .5 Assessing epiphenomenalism

We saw in Section 1.3 that substance dualism faces three major diificulties:

(i) Princess Elizabeth's problem: (ii) the explanatory completeness of physi-

ology; and (iii) the explanatory weakness of substance dualism. Each of these

problems also arises—in some [orm or other—for epiphenomenalism. Because the

problems faced by epiphenomenalism overlap to a large extent the problems [accd

by substance dualism, my discussion of the former will be relatively brief. For

more details, refer back to Section 1.3.

1. Printers Elizabeth’sproblem. Princess Elizabeth pointed out that there is a

tension at the very heart of substance dualism: if mind and brain are radically
different kinds of substance, how can they interact? A similar problem arises for

epiphenomenalism: how can physical properties of the brain give rise to

nonphysical properties of the brain? It must be admitted that this argument has a

certain amount of force; however, since we allow causal interactions between

quite different kinds of physical properties, why can't we allow causal interactions

between physical and nonphysical properties? (For details, see Section 1.3.)

2. The explanatory completeness of physiology. When discussing substance dualism,

we took note of the following difficulty.It's plausible that human actions like

running away [mm a lion can be lully explained in terms of physical events like



muscle contractions and neuron disdtarges. But if every human action can be

fully explained in terms of physical events, then it cannot be the case that

nonphysical states play a crucial role in bringing about human actions.

Notice. though, that this dilficulrydoes not arise for epiphenomenalism.

According to epiphenomenalism, Bloggs's thought that there is a lion present is

causally inert, and his running away Item the lion is entirely due to activity in his

brain. That is, epiphenomenalism is entirely compatible with the claim that

physiology is explanatorily complete.

Epiphenomenaiism, however, pays a high price for avoiding the objection irom

the explanatory completeness of physiology. For if mental properties are causally

inert, we have to give up two ol‘ the general features of mental states which we

noted in the Introduction:

(2) Some mental states cause actions.

(3) Some mental states cause other mental states.

(These were the second and third items in the list oi general features oi mental

states given in the Introduction, hence the labels '(2)‘and '(3)’.)
As the lion example makes clear, mental states do not, according to epiphen-

omenalism, cause actions. Consequently, accepting epiphenomenalism involves

abandoning feature (2). Moreover, ii' mental states are causally inert, one mental

state cannot cause another. intuitively, we might think that Bloggs's LION!

thought caused him to experience lear. However, according to epiphenomenalism,

Bloggs‘sexperience of [car was not caused by his LION! thought; rather it was

caused by a physical property 0! his brain. Call the physical property of Bloggs's
brain which caused the LION! thought ‘1”.Then, according to epiphenomenalism,
P also caused a [urther physical property oi Bloggs’sbrain—call it 'R'—which in

turn caused the nonphysical property of being alraid. (Figure 1.2 represents one

way in which the details oi this story might be filled in.) Consequently. accepting

epiphenomenalism involves abandoning leature (3).

Nonphysical LIONI Fear

Physical

Figure 12 Epiphanomenalism. Note that the LION! thought doesn‘tcause the state offear.

Again, the arrows represent the causal relation. with the arrowhead located at the eflect



Now it may be that our ordinary understanding oI mental states is pretty much

completely wrong and that we have to give up features (2) and (3). However, we

would have to have very poweriul arguments in iavor ol epiphenomenalism
before it would be wise to give up so much of our ordinary understanding of men-

tal states.

3. The explanatoor weakness ofproperty dualism. We saw in Section 1.3 that substance

dualism explains very little about the mind. Moreover, it's not at all clear how sub-

stance dualism could be developed so that it began to illuminate the general [ea-

tures of the mind listed in the Introduction. Similar remarks apply to

epiphenomenalism. Epiphenomenalism simply takes it for granted that physical

properties oi the brain can cause nonphysical properties ol the brain, that mental

states can be conscious, and that mental states can be about the world. Moreover,

as we have just seen, epiphenomenalism denies that mental states cause action and

that mental states cause other mental states.

[will bring this section to a close with a briel remark about consciousness and

epiphenomenalism. We saw in Section 1.3 that substance dualism rakes itfor

granted that some mental states are conscious; it does not explain how mental

states could be conscious. There exists, however, a very powerful argument for

the conclusion that consciousness is epiphenamenal. On this view, physical
states of the brain give rise to nonphysical conscious properties which do not, in

turn. cause anything. The argument, due to Frank Jackson, is discussed in

Chapter 12.

1 .6 Conclusion

In this chapter we have explored the idea that the mind is not physical. We have

discovered that whilst the various arguments in favor ol dualism are not especially

convincing the arguments against dualism are pretty poweriul. In the next

chapter we will consider one of the earliest physicalist theories ol mental states—

behaviotism.

SUMMARY

(1) Broadly speaking, there are two sorts oI dualism—substance dualism and

property dualism.

(2) According to substance dualism, mental states are states of a nonphysical

object; according to property dualism, mental states are nonphysical

properties oi the (physical) brain.



(3) One way to defend substance dualism is to argue that there are things which

the mind can do but which no physical object could do. We considered three

examples of this style of argument. TWO examples were unconvincing;
assessment of the third. which concerned consciousness, was postponed
until Chapter 12.

(4) Descartes offered an argument in support 01 substance dualism that was

based on what can and cannot be doubted. However. his argument contains

a serious error.

(5] One important version of properly dualism is epiphenomenalism. According
to epiphenomenalism, physical properties of the brain cause nonphysical
mental properties, but not vice versa.

(6) Epiphenomenalism denies that mental states cause actions, and that one

mental state can cause another mental state.

(7) The most significantdilficultyfor dualism in its various forms is its lack of

explanatory power.

FURTHER READING

Churchland 1988: 7—22 provides a very elementary introduction to dualism. More

advanced discussions are found in Armstrong 1968: C115 2-4; Campbell 1984:

Ch. 3; and Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson 1996: 3—13.

Descartes' concerns about language and reasoning are found in his Discourse an

rheMethod, Part 5 (Descartes 1970: 41—2):[or his argument based on doubt see his

Discourse on the Method, Part 4 (Descartes 1970: 31—2).Princess Elizabeth's objec-
tion can be found in one of her letters to Descartes, dated 6—16 May 1643

(Descartes 1970: 274—5).(Note: Several good translations oi Descartes' philosoph-
ical writings are available. Don‘t [eel obliged to use the one to which I refer.) A

good discussion 01 Descartes on substance dualism is Smith and Jones 1986: Ch. 3.

In Section 1.2 I mentioned contemporary theories of language. Pinker 1994 is a

highly readable introduction to this fascinating area. ln Section 1.3 {mentioned

the possibility of providing a complete physical account of human movement.

A nice introduction to the neuroscience of movement is Kosslyn and Koenig
1992: Ch. 7.

TUTORIAL QUESTIONS

(1) Describe substance dualism. (Use a picture it it helps.)

(2) What is Leibniz’s principle oi the indiscernibility oi identicals?



(3) in your view, are there things which minds can do but physical objects could

not achieve?

(4) What does it mean to say that physiology is explanatorily complete? How

does the explanatory completeness of physiology pose a threat to substance

dualism?

(5) How did Descartes establish that he can doubt the existence of his body?

(6) Describe property dualism.

(7) Describe epiphenomenalism.

(8) Give an argument against epiphenomenalism.



Behaviorism

Behave yourself.

-—Mymother

This chapter begins our exploration of physicalist theories of mental states

by examining behaviorism. TWO sorts ol behaviorism will be discussed—

ph'tlosophical behaviorism and methodological behaviorism, These two

doctrines are closely related, although there is an important difference ol locus.

Philosophical behaviorism (also called 'logical' or 'analytic' behaviorism) offers a

physicalist answer to the question, 'What are mental states?’ In contrast, method-

ological behaviorism otters an account 01 how psychologists should go about

their research. That is, methodological behaviorism proposes a methodology

for doing psychological research. Despite these dillerences, both types of

behaviorism emphasize the behavior people are disposed to produce under certain

circumstances.

2.1 Phllosophicalbehaviorism

According to philosophical behaviorism, mental states are dispositions (or

'tendencies‘)to behave in certain ways under certain circumstances. Pain, 10:

example, is the tendency to cry or wince or . . .when you have broken your leg

or burned your hand or. . .The first set of dots is intended to indicate that the

behaviors associated with pain are not exhausted by crying and wincing—there
are lots of things people do when they are in pain. Similarly, the second set of dots

is intended to indicate that the circumstances associated with pain are not

exhausted by broken legs and burnt hands—there are lots of painful stimuli.

According to philosophical behaviorism, to be in pain is to be disposed to do

certain things when cenain things happen to you. Here are a few more examples
0! philosophical behaviorist analyses of mental states. To believe that a lion is

nearby is to run quickly to safety, or reach [or your gun. or . . . when you see a

lion, or hear a lion, or . . . Again the dots indicate that the lists of characteristic



behaviors and circumstances may be very long indeed. Another example: to be

afraid of the dark is to scream or tremble or . . . when the light bulb fails or the

candle blows out or . . .

It's important not to confuse philosophical behaviorism with two quite different

claims. First, philosophical behaviorism does not claim that mental states are the

causes af our dispositions to behave in certain ways under ccnain circumstances.

According to philosophical behaviorism pain is the disposition to behave in certain

ways when certain things happen to our bodies; it is not the cause of our disposition
to behave in certain ways when certain things happen to our bodies.

Second, philosophical behaviorism must be distinguished from the claim that

we know about the mental states of others by observing the way they react to the

circumstances they are in. I might work ottt that Bloggs is afraid ol the dark by

noticing that he tends to scream or tremble or . . . when the light bulb fails or the

candle blows out or . . . But claiming that that is how I work out what mental state

Bloggs is in is quite dillerent from claiming that his lear of the dark is his tendency
to scream or tremble or. . . when the light bulb fails or the candle blows out

or . . . (Compare: I might work out that there’s a wildfire in the hills when I smell

smoke, but that doesn’t show that the wildfire it the smoke.)

When philosophical behaviorists use the term ’behavior’,they are referring to

physical events. Crying, wincing, running, reaching screaming, trembling—these
are all physical responses of the physical body. Similarly, behaviorists are only
interested in the physical circumstances that Lrigger behavior. Breaking your leg,

burning your hand, and seeing or hearing a lion are all physical events, as are the

failure of a light bulb and the blowing out of a candle. it lollows that philosophical
behaviorism offers a physicalist account of mental states. According to philosophical
behaviorism, mental states are dispositions to behave in certain ways under

certain drcumstanccs, and both the behavior and the circumstances that trigger it

are understood to be physical events.

2.2 Arguments in favor of philosophical behaviorism

in the Introduction [gave a list of six features of mental states which a good theory
of mental states should be able to explain. (I emphasized at the time that we may

end up discarding one or more oI the features on this list. but we would require

good reasons for doing so.) One way to argue in favor of a theory of mental states

is by showing that it is able to explain a number of these features. How well does

philosophical behavior-ism perform in this respect?

Philosophical behavior-ism goes some way towards explaining three of the six

features, and might—justmight—havesomething to say about a fourth feature.



However, the two remaining leatures present a serious challenge to philosophical
behaviorism. Alter brieflydiscussing the [our features philosophical behaviorism

can—or might—beginto explain, we will look in detail at two important arguments

for philosophical behaviorism. (The two features philosophical behaviorism cannot

explain will be discussed in the next section.)

The [eatures of mental states which philosophical behaviorism goes some way

towards illuminating are as follows. (I have retained the numbering used in the

Introduction.)

I. Some mental states are caused by states aflhe world. Standing on a tack, for example,
causes pain. Now, according to philosophical behavior-ism, mental states are

dispositions to behave in certain ways under certain circumstances. So, if

philosophical behaviorism is to respect the first Ieature of mental states, it must

be plausible that standing on a tack can make me disposed to say 'ouch', rub the

sore spot, cry, and so lorth. And surely that is plausible: when I stand on a tack

I am disposed to do just those sorts oi things.

2. Some mental state: cause actions. Let’s stick to the pain example. If philosophical
behaviorism is to respect the second feature of mental states. it must be the case

that my being disposed to say 'ouch’, rub the sore spot, cry, and so on causes

me to (Ior example) cry. And that's plausible. Consider a glass which is fragile.

Something is fragile if it is disposed to break when dropped. 11'I drop the glass.

one aspect of the cause of its breaking is its lragility. ('The antique glass broke

when I dropped it became it was very lragile.') Similarly, pan of the cause of my

crying is that I was disposed to say ‘ouch’, rub the sore spot, cry, and so on. In

other words il, as the philosophical behaviorist claims, pain is a disposition to

cry (etc), then one aspect of the cause of my crying is my being in pain.

5. Some mental states are about things in the world. Consider my belief that Mt Everest

is 8,848 meters tall. That beliei is about Mt Everest and represents Mt Everest

as being 8,848 meters tall. In Chapter 9 we will look in detail at the issue of

content. It is not entirely out of the question that a theory of content could be

worked out within the Iramework oI philosophical behaviorism. However, no

one has yet provided the details of such a theory.

6. Some kinds of mental states are systematically correlated with cenain kind: of brain

states. Philosophical behaviorism respects the sixth feature oi mental states. In

the glass example, we said that the glass was disposed to break when it was

dropped. Underpinning this disposition is a certain molecular structure. It's

because the glass has that molecular structure that it broke when dropped. (The

features of an object which underpin its dispositional properties are called the

categorical properties 01 the object.) Now, plausibly, the features of the human

body which underpin our behavioral dispositions are certain brain states. So



philosophical behaviorism is entirely consistent with the claim that mental

states are systematically correlated with certain brain states.

I now turn to two important arguments in favor of philosophical behaviorism.

First argument. When someone wants a coffee they exhibit a certain behavioral

disposition: they tend to drink coffee. And if someone often says that they want a

coffee but never accepts one when it‘s offered, we‘re inclined to think that they
don't really want a coffee. These observations illustrate an important point about

mental states: there is a strong comedian between mental states and dispositions to

behave in ways characteristic of those mental states. Indeed, the connection is so

strong that a person's persistent failure to exhibit the characteristic behavioral dis-

position of some mental state M is good evidence that they’renot in mental state M.

How can the connection between mental states and behavioral dispositions
be explained? If, as the philosophical behaviorist claims, to want a coffee is to

be disposed to drink coffee, then it is no surprise that someone who wants a

coffee tends to drink one. The connection between mental states and behavioral

dispositions follows immediately lrom the philosophical behaviorist’sanalysis of

mental states.

We can now sum up the firstargument for philosophical behavior-ism. There is a

strong connection between mental states and behavior. Philosophical behaviorism

can readily explain that connection since, according to philosophical behaviorism.

mental states are behavioral dispositions. So the connection between mental states

and behavior supports the claim that philosophical behaviorism is true.

There are, however, other theories of mental states which can explain the strong

connection between mental states and behavioral dispositions. (We will look

at one such theory in Chapter 4.) Consequently, the fact that philosophical
behaviorism can explain the connection between mental states and behavioral

dispositions isn't enough to establish that philosophical behaviorism is true.

One of the other theories that can explain the connection may be true instead.

Second argument. In the 19205 and 19305, a group of philosophers called the

’Vienna Circle’ developed a new account of the meaning of a statement. A state-

ment is a sentence which claims that the world is a certain way. ‘The Eiffel

tower is in Paris' and ‘The moon is made of cheese’ are both statements. The first

makes a (true) claim about the location of a famous landmark; the second makes

a (false) claim about the constitution of the moon. The theory of the meaning
of statements advocated by the Vienna Circle is called verificationism. On

this view, the meaning of any statement is its method of verification. Let me

explain.
To verify a statement is to show that it is true (it it is true). Members of the

Vienna Circle insisted that the only way to show that a statement is true is by



making sensory observations (that is, by looking, hearing, feeling, etc). Let's take

as our example the statement, 'The cat is on the mat’. That statement can be

verified by looking [or the cat; or feeling for the cat; or (I guess) listening for the cat.

According to verificationism,then, ‘The cat is on the mat’ means '11 a normal

observer looks in the right way they will have a cat-on-mat visual experience and

if a normal observer leels in the right way they will have a cat-on-mat tactile

experience and if a normal observer listens in the right way they will have a

cat-on-mat auditory experience’.
To grasp the force oi the verificationist theory 0] meaning, think about this. It

I tell you that the cat is on the mat, what have I conveyed to you? Surely this;

if you look in the right place you'll see that the cat is on the mat; and that if you

touch in the right way you’llleel that the cat is on the mat: and if you listen in the

right way you’llhear that the cat is on the mat; and so on. These considerations

suggest that the meaning of a statement is its method of verification.

Statements which cannot be verified are, according to the Vienna Circle,

meaningless. They thought that some statements made by earlier philosophers
were meaningless because they could not. be verified. For example, they rejected
Descartes‘ statement that our minds are nonphysical objects because, since

nonphysical objects cannot be seen, touched, smelled, heard or tasted, there is no

way to verily Descartes' statement.

Now let's return to philosophical behaviorism. According to verificationism,

the meaning of a statement is its method of verification. How would we verify
a statement like 'Bloggs is in pain‘?Well, we would note that Bloggs is crying or

wincing or . . . after certain sorts oi things have happened to his body. 80 according
to verficationism,the meaning of ‘Bloggsis in pain' is ’11a normal observer listens

in the right way after certain things have happened to Bloggs’sbody they will have

a Bloggs—is-cryingauditory experience or it a normal observer looks in the right way

after certain things have happened to Bloggs's body they will have a Bloggs-is-

wincing visual experience or. . But if that's what 'Bloggs is in pain' means, then

pain must be the behavioral disposition to cry or wince or . . . when certain things

have happened to our bodies. (Compare: il 'triangle’means 'three-sided figure‘then

a triangle is a three-sided figure.)So the verificationist theory ol the meaning ol

statements leads quite quickly to philosophical behaviorism.

Most contemporary philosophers oi language, however, no longer think that

the meaning of a statement is its method of verification. The great American

philosopher W. V. 0. Quine (1908—2000),for example, thought that individual

statements could not be verified;rather, entire theories comprising many individual

statements are verified or rejected. Consequently, for Quine it is whale theories that

have meaning; individual statements get. their meaning only in virtue of being
embedded in a much broader lramcwork.


