5. THE MATERIAL MIND

1. The mind-brain identity thesis

In chapter 4 I presented a criticism of the way in which the Cartesian approach gives absolute priority to the first person point of view. Now I suggested that there is, in contemporary philosophy, another, quite different, line of criticism of the Cartesian view. This approach sees the fundamental defect in Cartesianism as lying, not in the views it implies concerning the meaning of our talk about people and their mental states, but rather in its claim about what kinds of thing exist. Descartes' central error, on this view, lies in his suggestion that, in addition to the physical bodies recognised by the sciences, there are also non-material entities with which some of those physical bodies are closely causally linked.

Many now feel that that is a view that we have no reason to accept, and, indeed, very good reason to reject. The reasons for rejecting it are to be found in science. At a very general level we can say first that the sciences are deeply committed to the principle that all changes in the physical world can be explained entirely in terms of other, prior changes in the physical world. Now if the Cartesian view was correct there would be changes at some point in the brain that could not be explained in terms of prior physical causes; for their immediate cause would be an event in the non-physical mind.

Of course, the fact - if it is a fact - that the sciences are deeply committed to this principle does not show that the principle is true. But, it might be argued, we have quite powerful grounds for thinking that it is true. It has often enough been argued in the past that there are features of the world that could never be explained without postulating the intervention of some external, non-material force. And yet time and again these claims have been shown to be ill-founded. Darwin's theory of evolution provides a relatively recent, and particularly dramatic, example of this. Now no doubt the attempt to provide physical explanations of human behaviour, and of human brain activity, has a long way to go. For all that, has not enough progress been made to suggest that there is, at least, no reason to assume that there is some obstacle, in principle, to the completion of the project in this area too?

Descartes knew enough physiology to know that what emotions and sensations we feel is, in some particularly immediate way, dependent on what happens in the brain. He points out, for example, that if I receive an injury to my hand, but the nerves which run from my hand to my brain are severed, I will feel no pain. But he does not conclude that the pain is a state of the brain, for he suggests that:

..…. the movements which are thus excited in the brain by the nerves, variously affect the soul or mind, which is intimately conjoined with the brain, according to the diversity of the motions themselves. And the diverse affections of the mind or thoughts that immediately arise from these motions, are called perceptions of the senses, or, as we commonly speak, sensations.[1]

These sensations, in turn, produce other motions in the brain which have effects on the nerves and so on in a way that ultimately results in a sharp withdrawal of my hand and a cry of pain from my mouth. But what conclusion should we draw if contemporary science suggests that one of the steps in Descartes' story - that which involves the non-material 'soul or mind' - is a myth?

One possible conclusion would be this: science has undermined, or at least may in time undermine, our normal idea that people have minds. 'Folk psychology' - the common-sense framework within which we understand each other, within which we explain and predict the behaviour of ourselves and others - is a pre-scientific theory that could be shown to be, in part or wholly, false by the discovery of explanations of our behaviour in exclusively physical terms. Our everyday idea that the behaviour of people is often the product of beliefs, desires, intentions, and so on would be shown to be simply false if all human behaviour could be explained in terms of internal physiology. And science could establish that all human behaviour can be explained in such terms, much as it has shown us that the emergence of human beings can be explained without postulating a divine creator, or that the spread of disease can be explained without postulating witchcraft or other forms of supernatural forces.

While suggestions of this kind have been defended with sophisticated arguments, they have seemed to most philosophers to be prepostrous. An alternative conclusion, one which in one form or another has seemed hugely attractive, is this: sensations and so on are not states of (affections of) a non-material mind, but, rather, states of the brain. That is not to deny that people have minds; nor is it to deny that people have thoughts, sensations and so on. It is simply to tell us something about what these things are. Just as science has shown us that lightning is an electrical discharge and that water is H20, so it has shown us - or at least may well do in time - that sensations are brain processes.

But can this possibly be right? After all, it is clear that people said of themselves 'I am in pain', or of others 'She is in pain', long before they knew anything about what goes on in the brain when someone is in pain. Surely, then, it cannot be correct to suggest that a pain is a brain process; for that would imply, absurdly, that people were saying that certain brain processes were occurring, even though they knew nothing about brain processes!

We see the confusion in this objection when we recognize that the mind-brain identity thesis does not involve a claim about the meaning of, for example, the word 'pain'. The words 'He is in pain' do not mean the same as the words 'His C-fibres are firing'. But it does not follow that pain is not a firing of C-fibres. For, all that the latter claim involves is the insistence that the two expressions 'pain' and 'C-fibre firing' refer to the same event. Similarly, the word 'lightning' does not mean the same as the words 'electrical discharge', even though, as a matter of fact, the two expressions refer to the same event. Again, the words 'Tony Blair' and the words 'The Prime Minister of Great Britain' do not mean the same; though as things are just now they do refer to the same individual. It is no objection to the claim that 'Tony Blair is the Prime Minister' that there may be people who can speak about Tony Blair and yet have no idea what a Prime Minister is, let alone that he is one. It is the same with pain and the firing of C-fibres.

    This is connected with the fact that those who defend the mind-brain identity thesis insist that it is not for the philosopher to prove that, for example, pain is the firing of C-fibres. That is a task for the scientist - just as it was a task for the scientist to establish that lightning is an electrical discharge. For all that, we can legitimately ask the philosopher what kind of empirical evidence would provide support for such an identity claim. Now a natural response to that question is, perhaps, this: we would have powerful grounds for the claim that, for example, pain is the firing of C-fibres if it is was found that whenever someone is in pain her C-fibres are firing.

    Any answer of that form would clearly need a bit of refining. Whenever someone is in pain her heart is beating; yet that, presumably, does nothing to suggest that pain is a beating heart. Perhaps refinements to meet this kind of point can be made. It seems likely, however, that whatever refinements of that form are introduced we will be left with another problem: namely, would not such a correlation be equally consistent with the suggestion that there is a close causal connection, rather than an identity, between pain and the firing of C-fibres? After all, we cannot conclude from the fact that there is a close correlation between wind and leaves falling off trees that wind just is leaves falling off trees.

     There is another problem that has played a crucial role in persuading many philosophers that the mind-brain identity theory as I have presented it has little future. It has been argued that there are powerful reasons for supposing that no such correlations of the kind discussed will be found. There are, it is argued, philosophical grounds for thinking that there is no unique brain event correlated with, for example, the mental event of being in pain; or, to take a rather different kind of example, with the mental event of being suddenly struck by the thought that one's cheque may have bounced. Now if that is so, then it is not simply that we could not have grounds for accepting any identity claim of the form: pain is a firing of C-fibres. No identity claim of that form - one that maintains that a certain type of mental event, for example pain, is one and the same thing as a certain type of physical event - could be true. The idea that

mental states and events could, in that sense, be reduced to physical states and events would be undermined.

    We will look in section 5 of the next chapter at one form of the argument mentioned in the previous paragraph. (If you want to pursue this issue now you could look ahead to sub​section (i) of chapter 6 section 5.) For the moment, I want to turn to a different form of materialism: one that may be in a much stronger position at this point.

2.
Functionalism (the causal theory of the mind)

I have - in chapter 4, and in the first section of this chapter - distinguished two general lines of attack on the Cartesian position. Both reach a conclusion that could be formulated in this way: a person is an extended, tangible being that exists in the same world as that of tables, trees and mountains. Yet the kind of criticism each makes of the Cartesian view is very different. It is, in a surprising way, possible that each group will regard its own revision of the traditional view as far more radical than that of the others.

    Defenders of the mind-brain identity thesis might say that the Ryle/Wittgenstein criticism of chapter 4 only concerns the meanings of words - in particular, the meaning of our mental vocabulary - while their own criticism calls for a change in our understanding of what actually exists. And surely it is revisions in our views about what actually exists which are the really radical ones.

     Those who follow in the footsteps of Wittgenstein and Ryle tend to see the matter rather differently. The shift in view about what actually exists is, they may say, a mere detail in comparison with what the identity theorist shares with Descartes. Thus, the identity theory, as it has so far been presented, leaves open the possibility that the first person point of view has the kind of priority it is given in the Cartesian position. It seems to commit itself to the 'Cartesian' claim that the real person is something other than the complete human being that we actually see when we 'meet another person'; and, with this, it commits itself to the view that thought, emotion, sensation and so on are states, not of the human being, but of an entity - 'the mind' - that is in some sense lodged in the human being. It differs from Descartes' view simply in its insistence that the relevant entity is a material, rather than a non-material, thing.

      By the end of this book you may have your own view as to which of these ways of viewing the matter we should favour. In any case, I want to turn now to a more recent development in the argument. Over the last 30 years there has emerged a form of materialism that can, perhaps, offer us what is best in each of the lines of argument we have considered. This view - known as 'functionalism' - draws on the thought developed in the previous chapter: the thought that there must be a close connection between the meanings of words such as 'anger' and 'pain' and the forms of behaviour in which anger and pain are characteristically manifasted. But it draws too on a current scientific understanding of what it is reasonable to suppose exists.

     Suppose that, impressed by the idea of a connection of meaning between talk about mental states and certain patterns if behaviour, one went on to look (as I suggested that we need not) for some form of 'analysis' of mental talk in terms of behaviour. The simplest kind of connection that we might look for there would be this: to say that 'He has a pain in his foot' is to say that he is crying out, clutching his foot, that he limps when he walks, and so on. Statements about a person's mental states simply are statements about that person's behaviour. The pain or anger is not something that lies behind the pained or angry behaviour to which only the individual herself has direct access. The pain or anger simply is the behaviour.

That, 'behaviourist', view is obviously very crude. Two, though not perhaps the only two, objections that we might raise against it are these. First, it makes perfectly good sense to suppose that a person should be in pain or angry - or, more obviously still, that a person should believe that Labour will win the next election - without this being manifested in her behaviour. And second, it is a central feature of our normal thought that a person's pains, anger, beliefs and so on can explain her behaviour. That, we might say, is a feature of the meaning of our mental states talk. Thus, our normal ways of speaking about mental states involve the idea that mental states, rather than being identical with behaviour, in some sense lie behind it and cause it. And so the simple behaviourist view cannot be correct as an account of the normal meaning of our talk.

Now functionalism attempts to offer an account of the meaning of our mental vocabulary that corrects these deficiencies in a simple behaviourism. According to functionalism, the meaning of a term such as 'pain' or 'anger' incorporates a reference to the behaviour in which pain or anger is characteristically manifested; but not in a way that involves identifying the mental state with the behaviour. As the view can be expressed: the mental lies behind behaviour, but it is defined in terms of its effects on behaviour. As D.M. Armstrong has expressed it:

The mental, I hold, has no sort of overlap at all with behaviour. The mental is all within. Nevertheless, the mental has logical links to behaviour. For it is defined in terms of its causal role, and that causal role is spelt out by reference to behaviour (including relations to stimuli). There is a conceptual connection, a subtle form of necessary connection, holding between mental phenomena and behaviour.[2]

Consider an analogy. When we describe a particular substance, for example arsenic, as a 'poison' we are identifying it in terms of its normal effects. A 'poison' by  definition characteristically has certain effects. Thus, there is no room for the sceptical question: are those substances, such as arsenic and metholated spirits, that generally make people sick when they swallow them poisonous? For that a particular substance characteristically has these effects is just what we mean in calling it 'poisonous'. For all that, the poisonous substance is not itself the effect: that is, the sickness. The poison is the substance that causes the sickness. And this substance has a nature of its own; a nature that it is the business of science to investigate.

Consider another example. Suppose that we come across a new disease. We initially identify it solely in terms of a clear syndrome of symptoms: people develop a severe rash on the face, suffer from violent headaches and some loss of hearing, and so on. Doctors know that some virus is responsible for this syndrome of symptoms, but they know nothing more about the virus. We can imagine that they introduce a term, say 'blick', which means: 'The virus - whatever it may turn out to be - that is responsible for these symptoms'. The virus is, then, defined in terms of its effects. But it is distinct from these effects. It has a nature of its own.

Similarly, David Lewis, another prominent exponent of the functionalist approach, writes:

Our view is that the concept of pain, or indeed of any other experience or mental state, is the concept of a state that occupies a certain causal role, a state with certain typical causes and effects. It is the concept of a state apt for being caused by certain stimuli and apt for causing certain behaviour.[3]

Thus, a pain is, by definition, an internal state of a person that typically causes people to - or, perhaps, 'inclines this person to' - cry out, clutch or rub part of their body, and so on. Anger is, by definition, an internal state of a person that typically causes people to go red in the face, shout at the smallest provocation, and so on. Mental states are defined in terms of their typical effects. So there is no danger - as there was with dualism - that I might be hopelessly wrong about the mental life of others; that what causes them to cry out and so on is, typically, not pain at all. For, according to functionalism, whatever internal state of the other has a tendency to cause that person to behave in the relevant ways is, by definition, pain. Nevertheless, the pain is distinct from the behaviour. It is an internal state, that has a nature of its own.

Functionalism, as I have so far explained it (what Armstrong calls 'the causal theory of the mind'), is not yet a materialist view. As Lewis says:

When we describe mental state M as the occupant of the M-role, that is .... a topic-neutral description. It says nothing about what sort of state it is that occupies the role. It might be a non-physical or a physical state, and if it is physical it might be a state of neural activity in the brain, or a pattern of currents and charges on a silicon chip, or the jangling of an enormous assemblage of beer cans.[4]

Lewis adds, however, that '[w]e know enough to rule out the chip and the cans, and to support the hypothesis that what occupies the role is some pattern of neural activity’ [5]. For, as Armstrong argues:

.....the causal theory of the mind does lead naturally on to a materialist theory of the mind. For suppose that we consider all the outward physical behaviour of human beings, and other higher animals, which we take to be mind​-betokening. In the light of our current knowledge, it seems quite likely that the sole causes of this behaviour are external physical stimuli together with internal physiological processes, in particular physiological processes in the central nervous system. But if we accept this premiss on grounds of general scientific plausibility, and also accept the causal theory of the mind, the mental must in fact be physiological.[6]

3. A doubt about the materialist argument
In a recent introduction to the philosophy of mind, on which I have drawn in my presentation of functionalism, it is remarked that:

The issue for us, as for the great majority of contemporary philosophers, is no longer whether physicalism in our very general sense is true but rather what more specific brand or sub-variety of physicalism is defensible.[7]     
This may well be true of, at any rate, philosophers in the English speaking tradition. Just how much truth there is in it will depend on precisely what the force of the term 'physicalism' is. But we will return to that. In this section I want to raise some doubts about what is, perhaps, the most persuasive form of the physicalist (materialist) argument. This argument might be summarized in this way:

It is a crucial feature of our normal thought that a person's anger explains certain patterns in her behaviour. (The functionalist suggests that anger can actually be defined in these terms.) But our current knowledge of the achievements of science makes it overwhelmingly likely that all human behaviour can be explained in terms of brain states. This means that we must either say that our normal, everyday, idea is just wrong; that is, that science has shown that it is brain states, not anger, that are the real explanation of the behaviour. Or we must say that anger is a brain state, in this way reconciling our normal thought with the science.

An analogy would be this. Suppose that you are convinced that the head of the department of French was the sole murderer (he is the explanation of this man's death.) I have good evidence that the local MP was the sole murderer. There is one way in which we can both be right: if the head of the department of French is the local MP.

When presenting the argument it is important to keep the following point in mind. The argument does not appeal to claims about what explains our mental states: what explains, for example, our anger. Establishing that all mental states are caused by brain states would not be enough to establish materialism; for to say that one thing is caused by another is not at all to say that the one thing just is the other. Thus even a dualist could allow that all mental states are caused by brain states (adding that the mental state is a quite distinct, non-material, state.) The argument appeals, rather, to the 'common sense view' that anger is the cause of - that is, the explanation of  the behaviour, while science insists that it is brain states that are the cause of the behaviour. It is in order to reconcile these two claims that we must conclude that the anger is a brain state.

     I am, for the moment, going to assume that the first half of the functionalist account - the claim, outlined in the previous section, about the meaning of our mental terms - is basically correct. My question will be: does this claim, combined with our currant knowledge of the achievements of science, make it likely that mental states are states of the brain? Now a proper discussion of that question would require a knowledge of the achievements of science that I do not possess. But there is, I want to suggest, an illusion bare that can make this defence of materialism seem far more plausible than it should. The illusion depends on an ambiguity in the term ‘behaviour': an ambiguity that also played a crucial role in our consideration of the argument from analogy.

It is suggested that our current knowledge of the achievements of science makes it overwhelmingly likely that all human behaviour can be explained in terms of brain states. Now what exactly does the term 'behaviour' mean here? If it means 'movements of the human body' the claim is plausible. Scientists are, of course, nowhere near producing such explanations. But they have taken some steps down this path, and the success of science in other areas in explaining the way bodies move makes it plausible to suggest that in principle it can do the same here. Thus, if we want to explain why his hand moved up we might do this in terms of the fact that this muscle contracted, that was caused by this brain mechanism, and so on. Similarly with the rising of the corner of this fleshy strip near the top of his body (his mouth). It is, then, perhaps plausible to suggest that it will be possible to explain in physical terms - in terms of what takes place in the brain - all human behaviour described in terms of movements of matter. The traditional dualist is committed to the denial of this. But modern science makes that implausible.

Consider now our normal explanations of behaviour. What is it that we generally think is to be explained in terms of a person's anger or beliefs? We can say 'his behaviour'. But what the term means here is, on the face of it, quite different. Our normal descriptions of behaviour are in terms of action and expression. In the final section of chapter 4 I gave the following examples: 'He opened the window and smiled at the woman outside', 'He checkmated her in 5 moves', 'He danced a highland fling', 'He glared at her with a scowl on his face', 'She said that it was time to go', 'He got divorced', 'Her face lit up with joy' . Now it is behaviour described in terms of action and expression that we normally think is to be explained in terms of anger, pain, and so on. We ask 'Why was he so rude to her?', and receive the reply 'He was angry'. We ask 'Why did he vote for the Conservatives?', and receive the reply 'He believed they would handle the economy better'. What we are struck by, and so want explained, is not the particular movements that his body made. Those movements in another context would not have been rudeness; and many quite different movements in this context could be rudeness. It is under the description 'He was rude to her' that we think his behaviour is to explained in terms of his anger: under what we might call a description in 'human terms’.

    With this in mind we can return to the functional definition of 'anger' : anger is that state of a person which characteristically brings about behaviour of such-and-such kinds. To be at all plausible as a definition of what we mean by the term 'anger' we need to take the term 'behaviour' in what I have called the 'human' sense. For example, 'anger' is that state of a person which typically causes a person to do things of the following kinds: scowl at anyone who gets in his way, be much ruder than he usually is, fumble simple tasks that he normally performs without difficulty, and so on. Not:  'anger' is that state of a person which typically causes his left arm to rise rapidly through a 90* arc, the corners of his lips to stretch between 3 and 5 mm wider than usual, and so on. As I have stressed before, there is a clear sense in which we do not even notice many of the ways in which another's body moves in that sense; and these movements are not, in any case, what generally interests us in the 'behaviour' of others. It is, then, extremely implausible to suggest that the meaning of the term 'anger' is linked, in the way that is central to functionalism, with 'behaviour' understood in those terms.

      Now if this is correct then it appears that what we generally, at an everyday level, think is explained by - caused by - 'mental states' is not the same thing as that which we have good reason to suppose science will be able to explain in physiological terms. So we can agree that 'anger is the state which brings about such and such behaviour' without agreeing that the current scientific knowledge makes it plausible to think that anger will turn out to be a brain state. For we have no reason to think that science will be able to explain action and expression in neuro-physiological terms. (At least we do not have the very obvious kind of reason that I have discussed.)

Consider an analogy. I point at a man walking down the road and ask 'what is the explanation of that?'. The pointing gesture does not show what I want explained. He is walking in a cheerful way down the left hand side of Bridge St at 10.00 at night. The explanation of his walking in a cheerful way ('He has just won the pools') may be quite unconnected with the explanation of his walking on the left hand side ('It is safer'). We have a single event here: a man walking in a cheerful way down the left hand side of Bridge Street 10.00 at night. But what counts as an explanation depends on what it was about the event that struck us. It was a certain aspect of what happened - that is to say, what happened under a certain description - that puzzled us and so we want explained. And there need be no link between the explanations under the different descriptions. Thus, it would clearly not do to argue:

The explanation of his walking in a cheerful way down the left hand side of Bridge Street is that he has just won the pools.

The explanation of his walking in a cheerful way down the left hand side of Bridge Street is that it is safer.
So, the fact that he has just won the pools must the same fact as the fact that the left hand side is safer.

Similarly, it is not under the description in terms of movements of bodies in space that we are generally struck by another's behaviour, and so want it explained. So an  explanation under that description may be quite unconnected with our normal explanations. No explanation of why a person's body is moving in a certain way will be an explanation of why he is acting as he is. For the same bodily movements are compatible with an indefinite range of actions. A man whose finger is moving slowly down may be squashing a slug or launching a missile. In explaining why his finger is moving like that we are not explaining why he is doing what he is. So we cannot argue:

The explanation of his finger moving slowly down is that neuron x fired in his brain.

The explanation of his launching a missile is that he wanted to show Colonel Gadaffi that he can't play games with the United States.

So, the firing of neuron x and his want must be the same event.

4. A materialist response

It must be said that the materialists whom I am discussing tend not to be very impressed by this kind of argument. I am not quite sure just why they do not find it compelling. Perhaps one reason is this: they cannot see how any consideration of this kind could show materialism to be false. But to this it must be replied that the argument is not intended to show that materialism is false. It is simply intended to show that one form of argument for materialism -one that I suspect has a powerful hold on the thought of many of us - is not valid.

     There is a response that goes deeper than this which needs to be discussed in some detail. The response has two strands that I will present separately, and then show how, in combination, they might provide the materialist with a response to the objections of the previous section.

      In my discussion of the argument for materialism I moved fairly freely between speaking of the 'explanation' of what someone did and the 'cause' of what he did. But it is possible that in doing so I was side-stepping a difficulty. Consider an explosion that took place at 9.00 a.m. outside the Co-op. As in previous examples, while we have a single event here, the explanation of the explosion’s taking place at 9.00 a.m. may be quite different from its taking place outside the Co-op. It took place outside the Co-op because the gas mains had bean weakened by years of heavy traffic passing above it; it took place at 9.00 a.m. because that is when someone dropped a lighted match. But suppose we ask of this single event - the explosion that took place at 9.00 a.m. outside the Co-op - what its causes were. In that case we will have to speak both of the passing traffic weakening the pipes and of the dropped match; and, depending on how much detail we wish to provide and how far back we want to trace the causal chain., perhaps a good bit more besides.

     We might put the matter this way: an explanation is something that removes a puzzle. Now different people can be puzzled in different ways about a single event: one is puzzled by when the explosion happened, the other by where it happened. Where that is so, what counts as an explanation for one - what removes his puzzle - may not count as an explanation for another. Thus, in giving an explanation of an event we pick out those of its causes that were relevant to the particular features of the event that puzzled us  By contrast, the causes of an event are not, in this way, relative to what we found interesting or puzzling about what happened; and so in giving the cause  of an event it is quite irrelevant how the event in question is picked out through our description.

     We will see the significance of this after we have considered a second strand in the materialist's response to my suggestions in the previous section. While it is true that there are two different kinds of description that can be given of 'behaviour', these two forms of description are descriptions of a single thing. There is a single event that can be described either as 'Jones voting for the Conservatives' or as 'Jones' hand moving through space in such-and-such ways'; again, there is a single event that can be described either as 'Mary smiled at John' or as 'The corners of Mary’s lips stretched and rose by 15 mm while Mary’s eyes.....' . As we might put this: all actions are physical movements.

      The materialist argument can now unfold in this way. It is a crucial feature of our normal thought that when we explain what a person did in terms of her emotions, beliefs, desires, and so on, we are speaking of factors that are causes of her behaviour. But it is plausible to suppose that all the causes of the physical movements of a human body are purely physical. Now since 'the things that people do' are one and the same thing as 'the physical movements that their bodies make' the above two assumptions can only be reconciled if every mental state is one and the same thing as some physical state.

    What should we make. of this argument? My own answer is: we should be a little wary of it. For the argument turns on three ideas which, while I am reluctant to say that they are clearly false, I am equally reluctant to say that they are clearly true. These are the ideas that:

(i) It is a crucial feature of our normal thought that when we explain what a person did in terms of her emotions, beliefs, desires, and so on, we are speaking of factors that are causes of her behaviour.

(ii) It makes sense to speak of 'all the causes' of some event.

(iii) All actions are physical movements.

We must consider these in turn.

(i) Is it a crucial feature of our normal thought that when we speak of the emotions, desires, or beliefs that explain why someone did what she did we are speaking of causes of her behaviour? Well, my sense is that in practice we do riot tend to express matters in that way. If I am asked 'Why did you smile?' I might reply 'I thought what you said was funny'; if asked 'Why did you vote Conservative?' I might reply 'I thought we should give them just five more years to see if they could get it right'. But if I was asked 'What caused you to smile?' or 'What caused you to vote Conservative?' I might be puzzled. The suggestion that something caused me to smile or to vote Conservative seams to carry the implication that I didn' t have any good reason for doing so: that it was some non-rational mechanism - some force that took hold of me - that explains my behaviour.

     Perhaps, then, it can be argued that causes are only one among a variety of kinds of factor that can feature in the explanation of an event. While my beliefs arid desires play a crucial role in the explanation of my behaviour, the role that they standardly play is not that of being causes. Beliefs, desires, and so on, are, in normal cases, reasons, not causes, for what I do. If that is correct, then the materialist argument is defused. Even if all of the causes of my behaviour are purely physical there is room for mental states in the explanation of my behaviour without those being physical states.

     Now philosophers have argued that, despite the connotations of the use of the word 'cause' in normal speech, it is a central feature of our normal thought that when we explain someone's behaviour by citing emotions, desires, or beliefs we are speaking of 'causes' of their behaviour. I cannot argue here that they are wrong about that. I don't know how to! But I don't know how to in part because I am really not clear what is at issue here. If the philosophers who made this kind of claim were suggesting that all of our behaviour was the product of non-rational mechanisms - the product of forces that take hold of us - then I would be fairly clear what they were saying; and I think I would have some idea how to reply to it. (We will consider issues in this area in chapter 9) But that is not what is at issue hare. It is assumed that our normal distinction between cases in which a parson did something because he saw good reason to do it and cases in which something made him do it is quite in order; but it is added that even in the former cases beliefs, desires and so on are causes of the behaviour.

     Philosophers who have defended this claim have offered accounts of what it amounts to and why we should accept it, and I certainly cannot do justice to their arguments here. Rather than press this point further, I want to raise another consideration that may create difficulties for the materialist argument at this point.

(ii) The materialist argument aims to show that if some mental state, say a belief or desire, is to be among the causes of some movement of my body it can only be so by being some physical state or event. To establish this conclusion appeal is made to the claim that: all the causes of the physical movements of a human body are purely physical'. If all the causes of the movements of a human body are purely physical then a mental state can only be one of the causes if it itself is one of those purely physical states.

     But do we really have a firm grasp on the notion of ‘all the causes' of some event? Consider an example from a different area. Suppose that we ask: is the fact that a gigantic meteor did not land on Edinburgh in 1948 among the causes of my existence? (I was born in Edinburgh some time after that.) Well, if a gigantic meteor had landed on Edinburgh in 1948 I would never have been born. That this did not happen is a. necessary condition of my being born. Is it one of the 'causes' of my being born? Well, this much is I think true:  we can imagine. circumstances in which the fact that a meteor didn't land on a city would quite naturally be offered as part of the explanation of someone's being born. (Consider the way in which we can offer the fact that it didn't rain for two months as part of the explanation of the failure of the crops.) For all that, we would never, in normal circumstances, dream of mentioning it in a list of causes of my birth.

     Are we, then, to say that the meteor's not landing on Edinburgh is one of the causes of my birth? I have very little idea how to answer that question - and I regard this failure as a mark of philosophical good sense. (Others will disagree!) In any case, if we say that it is one of the causes of my birth, then we are going to have to accept that there is no such thing as a list of 'all of the causes' of some event - for there is no limit on the number of factors that could be mentioned, in the same kind of way as the absence of the meteor could be mentioned. If we say that it is not one of the causes of my birth, then we are, I think, going to have to accept that there is no sharp way of drawing a distinction between what are and are not causes of some event: that is  no sharp way of doing so outside the context of a particular interest in the event. Either way, the idea of  'all of the causes' of an event, which plays a crucial role in this argument for materialism, may lack the clarity that is called for in the argument.

(iii) The third idea that I suggested we need to consider here was the claim that: all actions are physical movements. This claim was needed in order to make the move from the hypothesis that 'All bodily movements have purely physical causes' to the conclusion that 'All actions have purely physical causes'. What should we make of the claim? Consider an example. Jones shoots and fatally wounds Smith, who dies three days later. Is Jones' act of killing Smith one and the same occurrence as the physical movement that his finger made in pulling the trigger - as the car crash I saw last Tuesday is one and the same event as the accident in which the History teacher injured his leg? On the face of it there is a difficulty here. The car crash that I saw last Tuesday can only be the same event as the accident in which the History teacher injured his leg if the one occurred at the same time and place as the other. If it turns out that the crash that I saw took place at 11.15 in Harford Square while the one in which the History teacher was injured took place at 2.35, or in some quite different part of town, then we have no choice but to conclude that we have two different accidents here.

      So does Jones' killing of Smith occur at the same time and place as the movement of his finger on the trigger? Well, where arid when does Jones' killing of Smith occur? Suppose that Jones shot Smith on Monday, but Smith did not die until Thursday. Did Jones kill Smith on Monday? One might, very reasonably, think that that can't be right since that would imply that Smith lived for three days after he had bean killed! It is, true that, at least in the movies, the fatally wounded gangster says to his assailant 'You've killed me';  but one might think it obvious that, in one way, these words cannot be taken at face value. Similar questions arise when we ask 'Where did Jones kill Smith?'

      Now there has bean considerable philosophical dispute about how these questions are to be answered; and reasons have been offered for thinking that we must answer them in a certain way - for example, by saying that Jones killed Smith on Monday - if we are to avoid other difficult questions. We cannot explore these issues further here. We need only note that we will only be able to agree that Jones' act of killing Smith is one and the same event as the physical movement of Jones' finger on the trigger if the first occurred at the same time (and place) as the second: that is, at a certain particular instant on Monday. And it is far from clear that our normal ways of speaking of what people do allows for this to be said.

       Are all actions physical movements? I do not suggest that the above considerations show decisively that they are not. Indeed, my own inclination is not so much to deny that they are as to suspect that there is something odd in the insistence that there must be a 'Yes or no' answer here. Compare: is a wooden ship that has had all of' its planks changed one by one over a period of twenty years one and the same ship as that with which we started? The correct answer to that question is, I take it, 'Well ..... ' - said in a tone (difficult to capture in print) which makes it clear that anyone who insists on a 'Yes or no' answer to this question is asking for something that he should not want. Our language simply does not dictate one answer rather than another; and, while for certain philosophical purposes it may prove useful to tidy up the language in one way or another, we should not think of this 'tidying up' as a revealing to us of some deep truth about how things are in the world.

     I should warn the beginner that those remarks reveal a huge amount about my own philosophical temperament! Philosophers have designed tests by means of which to decide whether or not we should say that two descriptions are descriptions of a single event; and have suggested that if, at certain points, these tests commit us to come counterintuitive claims then that only shows the fallibility of our normal intuitions. As we might put this: while they are inclined to judge particular claims in the light of the tests, I might be more inclined to judge the tests in the light of the particular claims that issue from them. But large, general questions about the nature of philosophy open up at this point. I can here do no more than alert you to these questions, declare my own viewpoint, and press on.

If there is no straightforward answer to the questions 'Are a person's emotions, beliefs, desires, and so on, causes of her behaviour?' and 'Are all actions physical movements?' then the route to the claim that mental states are brain states is not straightforward either. I have suggested that the sense in which it is not straightforward is something like this: we should have doubts about whether key words in the discussion are being used in quite their normal way. Now if there are steps in the argument that we can only go along with by allowing a few liberties to be taken with our normal understanding of the ideas of  'cause' and 'sameness' then we should, perhaps, treat the conclusion that, for example, 'His belief that it is Tuesday is a brain state' with caution. To change the example to one that (I am glad to say) we are more likely to find in a piece of popular science writing than in the work of recent philosophers: if someone tells us that 'happiness is a little neuro-transmitter called serotonin' we may be excited or alarmed; but if it turns out that too many liberties have been taken on the way to this conclusion, we may have to say that the sense, if any, in which the conclusion must be accepted is not quite what it seems.

      It has to be said that I have not shown, or even tried to, that philosophers cannot give clear, and uncontroversial, meaning to the claims that are crucial to their argument for materialism. I have, at best, done no more than suggest that there may be a bit of work to do here. But making that suggestion is not going to be enough to undermine the persistent pull of materialist styles of thinking. We will have to approach the issues from a slightly different angle in the next chapter.

Further reading

'Eliminative materialism' - the suggestion that 'folk psychology’ is a pre-scientific theory which could be shown to be, in part or wholly, false - is defended by P.M. Churchland in 'Eliminative Materialism and the Prepositional Attitudes'. Churchland also defends this view, while giving a useful introductory survey of the alternatives, in his Matter and Consciousness.

     For early presentations of the mind-brain identity thesis see U.T. Place, 'Is consciousness a brain process?', and J.J.C. Smart, 'Sensations and Brain Processes'. For criticisms of this view, of a kind strongly influenced by Wittgenstein, see Norman Malcolm, 'Scientific Materialism and the Identity Theory', and also Norman Malcolm, Problems of Mind Part II. In an influential, but difficult, paper Donald Davidson presents an argument against the idea that there are likely to be close correlations between mental events of a particular kind and physical events of a particular kind; and defends a version of the identity thesis that does not require such correlations. See 'Mental Events', in his collection Essays on Actions and Events pp 207-25.

A very accessible introductory text in which, after detailed discussions of other views, functionalism is defended is Peter Smith and O.R. Jones, The Philosophy of Mind: an introduction. My presentation of the functionalist view is based primarily on this, and on D.M. Armstrong's contribution to D.M. Armstrong and Norman Malcolm, Consciousness and Causality.

    In one of my criticisms of the argument for materialism I questioned whether our normal explanations of human actions speak of causes of the action. The most famous defence of the view that they do is in Donald Davidson, 'Actions, Reasons and Causes' in his Essays on Actions and Events. In another of my criticisms, the question of the time and place at which a particular action can be said to have occurred emerged as crucial in that it was crucial to the question of whether we could say that actions are physical movements of the body. Again, see Davidson, ‘Agency’ in his Essays on Actions and Events.

A Companion to the Philosophy of Mind, edited by Samuel Guttenplan contains a number of useful entries on the themes of this and the following chapters. Most relevant for this chapter are those on 'functionalism (1) ', 'identity theories' and 'Putnam, Hilary'. Two useful collections of papers which focus, though not exclusively, on themes addressed in this, and the next, chapters are David N  Rosenthal (ed), The Nature of Mind and William C. Lycan (ad), Mind and Cognition: A Reader. The section on 'Functionalist Approaches' in the first of these contains influential papers on functionalism by Hilary Putnam, David Lewis and Ned Block.

     C. McDonald, Mind-body Identity Theories is an accessible text that addresses the themes of this chapter.

For criticisms of some of the assumptions which underlie the approach we have been considering see K.V. Wilkes, 'Pragmatics in Science and Theory in Common Sense', R.A. Sharpe, 'The Very Idea of a Folk Psychology', and John Haldane, 'Understanding Folk'.

