Week 3: Kripke’s criticisms of the mind/brain identity theory and eliminative materialism

This week we look at Kripke’s arguments against the mind/brain identity theory, arguments purporting to show that mental states are not identical with physical states.  If successful the arguments would appear to give comfort to dualists, though Kripke himself stops short of endorsing any particular theory of mind.  We will also look at the radical physicalist theory eliminative materialism.  

1. Kripke on the mind/brain identity theory

( The mind/brain identity theorist (e.g. Smart – see last week’s material) argues that mental states are identical with brain states.  Just as scientists have discovered that water is H2O, lightning is electrical discharge and heat is molecular motion, they have also discovered that pain is C-fibres firing and the belief that it is raining is a neural event of some other kind etc. (we shall focus on pain in what follows, but the theory is supposed to apply to all mental states.) 

( Typically those who accept the mind/brain identity theory also accept that pains might have turned out to be identical with something other than C-fibres firing.  There might have been creatures with biochemistry very different from our own that do not have C-fibres.  They may even accept that, as Descartes supposed, there might have been disembodied minds that don’t have any physical states at all.  It seems plausible to think that these creatures would be capable of experiencing pain despite their lack of C-fibres.  Call this thought the Cartesian intuition.

( Mind/brain identity theorists have tried to accommodate the Cartesian intuition by affirming that although “pains are identical with C-fibres firing” is true, it is only contingently true.  It could have been the case that pains are identical with something other than C-fibres firing.  

Question:

(i) What does it mean to say something is contingently true?  

( Kripke argues that this is not a tenable position.  One cannot accept that pains are identical with C-fibres firing and maintain the Cartesian intuition that there might have been creatures without C-fibres that experience pain.  

( To show why, Kripke introduces the distinction between rigid designators and non-rigid designators.  “Neil Armstrong”, “water” and “heat” are all rigid designators.  What these expressions actually designate they designate in all possible circumstances.  In contrast “The first man on the moon”, “The liquid that boils at 100oC” and “The thing that causes a hot sensation” are all non-rigid designators.  Had things been different these expressions might have picked out something other than what they actually pick out. 

Question:

(ii) Can you explain further why these expressions are rigid/non-rigid?

( Kripke argues that “pain” is a rigid designator, what it actually refers to it refers to in all possible circumstances.  The assertion that there might not have been any pain in the world or that there might have been Martians that experience pain is an assertion about the very thing that pain actually refers to, namely, a certain (painful) sensation.  (In contrast the assertion that Tom Cruise might have been the first man on the moon does not assert that Tom Cruise might have been Neil Armstrong; what “the first man on moon” refers to in this context has changed.)  

If “pain” is a rigid designator and pains are identical with C-fibres firing it follows that “pain” refers to C-fibres firing in all contexts, just as “water” refers to H2O in all contexts (because “water” is a rigid designator and water is identical with H2O).  But, if “pain” necessarily refers to C-fibres firing the Cartesian intuition must be wrong.  There could not have been creatures that lack C-fibres and experience pain, any more than there could have been a liquid that isn’t composed of hydrogen and oxygen and is water.  Since the Cartesian intuition is surely not wrong (and even Smart accepts this) it cannot be true, as the mind/brain identity theory asserts, that pains are identical with C-fibres firing.  In other words, pains and mental states more generally are not identical with brain states.  

( Can the mind/brain identity theory be defended against this criticism?  One might attempt to stand firm with the identity theory and abandon the Cartesian intuition.  That is, one could simply accept that no creature lacking C-fibres could experience pain after all.  Perhaps one might try to explain away the Cartesian intuition as resting on a mistake.  How?  Take the case of heat.  Heat is identical with (intense) molecular motion.  But, intuitively it seems possible that heat could have been identical with something other than intense molecular motion.  Imagine a scenario in which people feel the “heat sensation” when they touch ice.  Isn’t this a scenario in which heat is identical with very low molecular motion?  No, it isn’t.  “Heat” is a rigid designator that refers to intense molecular motion in all possible circumstances.  In this imagined scenario people don’t experience heat when they touch ice, they experience something else (low molecular motion) that happens to cause the same sensation heat actually causes in us.  Now imagine a creature that lacks C-fibres and yet experiences the same sort of sensation we have when our C-fibres fire.  Is this a scenario in which pain is not identical with C-fibres firing?  No, it isn’t.  What these creatures experience is not pain, it is something else that happens to cause the same sensation pain (i.e., C-fibres firing) causes in us.  Although creatures lacking C-fibres could have that sort of experience, this doesn’t show that pain might have been identical with something other than C-fibres firing.  

Question:

(iii) Why does Kripke reject this argument?  

( Alternatively one might seek to accommodate the Cartesian intuition and defend mind/brain identity by adopting a token identity theory rather than a type identity theory.  McGinn takes this line (see his paper on the reading list.)  

Questions:

(iv) What is the difference between token identity theories and type identity theories?

(v) Kripke argues that even the claim that this pain is identical with this C-fibre firing must be false.  What reasons does he give?  

(vi) Doesn’t McGinn’s token identity theory treat “pain” as a non-rigid designator, i.e., as something that refers to completely different things in different contexts?    

2. Eliminative Materialism

( According to Churchland, our commonsense psychology (or “folk psychology” as he also calls it) of beliefs, desires, emotions and sensations is fundamentally wrong in principle and ontology.  Mental states aren’t identical with brains states on this view not because they are non-physical states as dualists suppose, but because there are no such things as beliefs, desires or pains any more than there are sea gods, witches, phlogiston or vital spirits.  Eventually neuroscience will provide a more accurate and more powerful understanding of human behaviour and its inner causes than folk psychology offers and the latter will fall into disuse like any other outdated, mistaken theory.  In “Eliminative Materialism and Propositional Attitudes” Churchland focuses on the implications of eliminativism for propositional attitudes and our conception of rationality.

Questions:

(vii) What are propositions and what are propositional attitudes?  

( Churchland begins by arguing that folk psychology (FP from now on) is an empirical theory that stands or falls with its success in predicting and explaining human behaviour.  Simple observations support this view.  We do indeed attempt to predict and explain people’s behaviour by appeal to the beliefs and desires they have.  Churchland also points to parallels between psychological principles and laws in other empirical theories.  The similarities further support the view that FP is just another empirical theory:

(1) (x)(p)(q) (((x believes that p) & (x believes that (if p then q))) ( (barring confusion, distraction etc., x believes that q))

(2) (x)(f)(m) (((x has a mass of m) & (x suffers a net force of f)) ( (x accelerates at f/m))   

The first tells us that if anyone believes a proposition p and believes that if p is true, then a proposition q is true, then that person will believe that q is true (barring confusion and distraction etc.)  The second tells us that if anything has a mass m and suffers a net force f, then it will accelerate at f/m.       

( Critics of physicalism often claim that mental states must be distinct from physical states because the former display intentionality while the latter cannot.  The belief that cacti are prickly is about cacti.  In contrast a neuron firing cannot be said to be about cacti or anything else.  Churchland argues that the key to understanding intentionality lies in the theoretical nature of psychology.  Compare the property “…believes that p” with the property “…has a mass of m”.  Determinate properties result when the variables (p and m) are replaced with abstract objects, a proposition in the former case and a number in the latter case.  To say that a person believes that cacti are prickly, then, is relate that person to a proposition (cacti are prickly) via a theoretical concept (belief).  The theoretical property of believing that cacti are prickly is used in the psychological theory to predict and explain the sort of behaviour we should expect a person with that property to exhibit (e.g. handling cacti with care etc.)  Likewise to say that an object has a mass of, say, 10kg is to relate that object to a number (10) via a theoretical concept (mass).  The theoretical property of having the property of having a mass of 10kg is used in physical theory to predict and explain the sort of behaviour we should expect an object with the property to exhibit (moving with such and such acceleration when subjected to a force of such and such value).  Both sorts of property display intentionality (or aboutness) by relating concrete objects to abstract objects via theoretical concepts.  Certainly the intentionality looks very different between the cases, but this is only because the abstract objects invoked are very different.  

Questions:

(viii) Churchland claims that viewing FP as an empirical theory “brings a simple and unifying organisation to most of major topics in the philosophy of mind.”  How else does it help to shed light on the philosophy of mind?

(ix) In section II of his paper Churchland offers three criteria by which we should assess the strength of FP as an empirical theory.  He claims that the theory fails all three miserably.  What are the criteria and why does Churchland think FP fails so badly? 

( In Sections III and IV Churchland considers and responds to two objections to eliminativism.  One objection presupposes a functionalist philosophy of mind, a theory you’ll look at in week 6, and we can ignore it for the time being.  The other objection concerning normativity does not presuppose functionalism and is an important objection.  According to this objection eliminitivism cannot account for the normative nature of human psychology.  What does this mean?  To say that human psychology can be given a normative characterisation is to say that a person’s psychological states can be appraised as being correct or incorrect in accordance with a standard of rationality.  For example, someone who believes that it is Sunday and believes that it is the middle of the week can be said to have an irrational set of beliefs.  We would expect him, unless he was clearly mad, to notice the inconsistency in his beliefs and change at least one of them to restore consistency.  

The notion of normativity, of being answerable to a rule, is ordinarily thought not to apply to non-rational entities.  For example, suppose a clock stops when one of its cogs tightens up.  One might be tempted to say that the clock is not correctly following the rule, “Tell the right time”, but it would obviously be absurd to expect the clock to notice its mistake and change its behaviour accordingly.  A clock is not rationally responsible for how it functions, its activities are determined causally.  Clocks are not answerable to rules, then, in anything like the way humans are.

Question:

(x) Why might it be thought that eliminativism threatens the normativity of human psychology?

(xi) How does Churchland propose to accommodate normativity in his theory? (See pp.394-395)

( In section V Churchland offers three speculative accounts of what it would be like for us if FP were displaced for good by neuroscience.  In each account all talk of beliefs, desires, propositions, emotions and sensations drops out of the picture altogether.  Communication takes on a very different form, perhaps utilising a language of neuroscience (which would not involve beliefs about neurons firing!), or even utilising transducers that convert neural firings into microwaves and back into neural firings again allowing us to send and receive signals capturing precisely what is going on in each others brains.  A tantalising piece of science fiction!  These scenarios give an enlightening view of what philosophers have in mind when they talk about eliminating FP.  

( At the end of the paper Churchland considers a reductio ad absurdum of eliminativism, that is, an argument purporting to show that the assumption that eliminativism is true leads to absurdity.  The argument runs as follows.  

(1) The eliminativist utters the words “The principles and ontology of FP are false”.  

(2) The utterance is meaningful only if it has propositional content, expresses a belief, expresses an intention to communicate and reflects an understanding of the grammar of the language etc.

(3) If the utterance is true, then there are no such things as propositions, beliefs, intentions and understanding for these are all part of the ontology of FP.

(4) Consequently, if the utterance is true, then the utterance is a meaningless string of sounds.

(5) A meaningless string of sounds is neither true nor false.

(6) Therefore, if the utterance is true, then it is neither true nor false, which is absurd.

(7) Therefore, the utterance cannot be true.

No assertion of eliminativism can be true, therefore, for the assumption of its being true leads to the conclusion that it is not true.  

Questions:

(xii) What does Churchland identify as being the false assumption in this sort of argument?

(xiii) Is the above argument as obviously flawed as the attempted reductio against anti-vitalism, as Churchland supposes?  

See Lynne Rudder Baker’s “Cognitive Suicide” (Chapter 24 of Heil) for a defence of reductio arguments against eliminativism.

