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FUNCTIONALISM’S METHODOLOGICAL PREDICAMENT

A key virtue of mental state functionalism, according to its proponents, is that it portrays the mental as continuous with the nonmental.  Goldman has suggested, in passing, that this purported virtue is actually a vice.  Pursuing this suggestion, I demonstrate that functionalism neither entails nor explains a deep mental / nonmental contrast.  Since the mental seems, intuitively, profoundly different from the nonmental, functionalists face two options: either adopt an error theory about the mental / nonmental contrast, or show that this contrast is compatible with, though not entailed by, functionalism.  As I show, each of these options involves a considerable sacrifice of intuitions.  Given that functionalists use folk intuitions to justify their theories, the sacrifice of intuitions mires functionalists in a methodological predicament: they must defend the legitimacy of dismissing some folk psychological data while at the same time resting their functionalist theory on other folk psychological data. 
“Does functionalism have any resources for marking the mental / nonmental distinction?  The prospects are bleak.”  (Goldman (1993), p. 24)

This is one in a series of objections to functionalism that Goldman offers; but it is one which he leaves undeveloped.  My goal in this paper is to establish the extent of functionalism’s vulnerability to an objection of this type.  I address two questions: 

(1) Does functionalism entail a deep, principled contrast between the mental and the nonmental?  (2) Must functionalism do this, to be viable?  In the above comment, Goldman states that the answer to the first question is probably “no”, and he implies that the answer to the second is “yes”.  

I will argue that Goldman is right to doubt that functionalist views entail the mental’s distinctiveness.  Functionalists can defuse Goldman’s implied objection in one of two ways: either endorse an error theory about the mental / nonmental contrast, or show that this contrast is compatible with, though not entailed by, functionalism.  Each of these strategies runs counter to a deep intuition.  Since such intuitions qualify as folk psychological data, and functionalism rests on folk psychological data, sacrificing folk intuitions appears to preclude functionalism from meeting its own standards of adequacy.  This is functionalism’s methodological predicament. 

Because functionalism about propositional attitudes enjoys wider acceptance than functionalism about phenomenal states, I target propositional attitude states in particular.  (The results are equally, and less controversially, applicable to phenomenal states.)  My argument thus applies to both comprehensive functionalism, the view that functional states exhaust the mental, and partial functionalism, the view that while propositional attitudes are functionally analyzable, phenomenal states are not.
 

I.  FOLK AUTHORITY AND SCIENTIFIC DISCOVERY

Functionalists disagree as to what ultimately determines the type of functional structure involved in having mental states:  the concepts which underlie our everyday mental state ascriptions, or something which only scientifically‑informed empirical investigation into the mind can reveal.  Accordingly, there are two broad varieties of functionalism about propositional attitudes.
  Analytic (or conceptual) functionalism is the view that everyday, folk views concerning typical causes and effects of propositional attitude states define those state‑types.  Scientific (or psycho‑) functionalists deny that commonsense views about the roles of propositional attitude states absolutely define those state‑types, claiming instead that scientists may discover that such views are not precisely correct.  Scientific functionalism maintains that empirical psychologists’ authority, vis-à-vis propositional attitude states, parallels chemists’ authority, vis-à-vis compounds.  Just as chemists may determine that certain purported samples of gold are not genuinely gold (see Kripke 1972, lecture III), psychologists may conclude that purported cases of lemonade desires are not truly lemonade desires, for they do not play the functional role which, guided by scientific norms, psychologists consider essential to lemonade desires.

These brands of functionalism are, however, united in dividing authority regarding the attitudes between empirical science and folk concepts.  Even on analytic functionalism, empirical science, as the arbiter of causal relations, is authoritative as to whether a given functional state is instantiated in a particular case.  And even scientific functionalists rely on ordinary concepts to specify the state‑type which empirical investigation targets.  So both versions of functionalism agree that it is the job of empirical psychology to discover whether we have propositional attitudes, by determining whether any of our states play the functional roles (or most of the functional roles, or the core of the functional roles) we ordinarily attribute to the attitudes.

Yet this division of authority is not unique to the mental, and so it cannot ground a deep mental / non-mental contrast.  For instance, authority is similarly divided between folk physiology and empirical science.  Plausibly, the folk concept of digestion construes digestive states as parts of a functional structure, the digestive system, which is defined by causal relations to food intake (roughly, as encompassing certain effects of it) and to nutrient absorption (roughly, as encompassing certain causes of it).  Surely, it is the job of empirical science to discover what plays this functional role.  

Now imagine that scientists discover there is nothing in humans which plays the “digestive system” role, or anything close to it.  This would be a shocking outcome, but suppose that they can explain why we seem to digest food, when in fact the food we swallow passes through our bodies unabsorbed, and we are sustained by air and sunlight.  This fantastic case clearly warrants eliminativism about human food digestion.  So the folk science of digestion (call it “folk digest‑ology”) is on the same footing as folk psychology, as functionalism sees it, regarding the authority of empirical science to determine whether the states it posits are instantiated.  Just as scientific psychologists can, in principle, show that folk psychology is mistaken in attributing propositional attitudes to persons, scientific physiologists can, in principle, show that folk digest‑ology is mistaken in attributing digestive processes to persons.

Moreover, the debate between scientific and analytic functionalists could be applied to physiology as well.  Like psychologists, physiologists use folk classifications to define their targets, such as the digestive system.   If, as in our imagined case, they find reason to deny that anything meets the specifications folk digest‑ology uses, they may reconsider whether it is digestion they are studying.  And the verdict of the scientist studying digestion will depend on whether she is a scientific functionalist or an analytic functionalist regarding digestive states.
  Hence, the respective roles played by folk classifications and empirical investigation do not constitute a principled difference between psychological functional states and physiological functional states.

II.  COMPREHENSIVE FUNCTIONALISM AND THE MENTAL / NONMENTAL CONTRAST

Comprehensive functionalism is the view that functional states exhaust the mental.  Taking folk attributions as their starting points, comprehensive functionalists standardly define mental states as those states which (1) stand in certain functional relations to other mental states, and (2) stand in certain functional relations to nonmental states and processes, such as components of perceptual processes and behavior.  Lewis puts this explicitly:  “a mental state M (say, an experience) is definable as the occupant of a certain causal role R — that is, as the state, of whatever sort, that is causally connected in specified ways to sensory stimuli, motor responses, and other mental states.” (Lewis 1972,  204)
  For example, lemonade desires are partially defined as those states which, when combined with the belief that there is lemonade in the refrigerator, cause those who have them to move in the direction of the refrigerator (ceteris paribus). 

Comprehensive functionalism’s resources, (1) and (2), do not provide for a mental / nonmental contrast that is deeper than, say, the digestive / nondigestive contrast.  To be part of a digestive process is (1*) to stand in certain functional relations to other parts of the digestive process, and ultimately (2*) to stand in certain functional relations to non‑digestive inputs (food intake) and outputs (nutrient absorption).

Just as mental states are distinguished from nonmental states in part by their functional relations to other mental states ((1), above), digestive states are distinguished from nondigestive states in part by their functional relations to other digestive states ((1*)).  It would beg the question at hand to claim that the distinction between those states which stand in certain functional relations to the mental and those which do not is more profound than the distinction between those states which stand in certain functional relations to the digestive and those, such as circulatory states, which do not.
  For this would assume a deep mental / nonmental contrast.  So clause (1) of the above definition of psychological states leaves the mental / digestive contrast on a par with the digestive / circulatory contrast.

The same is true of clause (2).  For it would equally beg the question to maintain that a deeper gulf must separate the nonmental states and processes (such as bodily movement) which partially define the mental, on the one hand, from the non‑digestive states (such as nutrient absorption) which partially define the digestive and the non‑circulatory states (such as oxygenation) which partially define the circulatory, on the other, than that which separates these latter two types of state.  Any apparent difference in depth stems from the role of mental states in demarcating nonmental defining relata, such as bodily movements.  Walking to the refrigerator, and casting a ballot in a Presidential election, differ deeply from nutrient absorption because the former involve, as intentional acts, a relation to a mental state.  The perceived specialness of mental states, as yet unilluminated, grounds this distinction and so cannot be grounded by it.

Comprehensive functionalism thus entails no principled contrast between mental states and digestive (or circulatory, or other non-mental) states.  Of course, the functional relations which define mental states are likely to be more complex than those which define nonmental subsystems.  But mere complexity does not suffice for mentality:  we could stipulatively define a state‑type by its functional relations to all the components of a system which included several brains, yet this state would not be mental.

Note that this is not an epistemic argument, complaining that functionalism offers no easy way to determine whether a state is mental.  The aim of a functionalist theory is not to help us recognize mental states, but to give an account of what being mental consists in.  The point is rather that the distinction between (non‑phenomenal) mental states and digestive states which comprehensive functionalism entails is no deeper than that between digestion and circulation.  Comprehensive functionalism does not, then, entail a deep, principled mental / nonmental contrast.   (Whether this counts as a strike against it remains to be seen.) 

III.  PARTIAL FUNCTIONALISM AND THE MENTAL / NONMENTAL CONTRAST

Compared to comprehensive functionalism, partial functionalism has richer resources with which to capture the mental / nonmental contrast, for it allows that some mental states are nonfunctionally defined.  To take advantage of partial functionalism’s richer resources, suppose that propositional attitudes, while functionally defined, are mental in virtue of standing in certain relations to mental states of a sort not defined by functional role.  According to this view, which I shall call “impure functionalism”, functional properties are not solely responsible for defining mental state‑types.  One immediate consequence of impure functionalism is that functionalist analysis cannot effect a reduction of mental states as comprehensive functionalists like Lewis envision.

Block and others claim that phenomenality is a nonfunctionally‑defined feature of a state.
  If propositional attitudes yield to an impure functionalist analysis, phenomenality is a strong candidate for the nonfunctionally‑defined property which anchors the relations of functionally-defined states such an analysis requires.  I will therefore use this version of impure functionalism in what follows; however, my argument rests only on impure functionalism’s logical structure and thus applies to any version of it.

To understand the possibility that propositional attitude states are defined by causal relations to states which are themselves insusceptible to functional analysis, consider a more familiar notion which is impurely functional in this sense.  The type Chopin composition is impurely functional in that entities which instantiate it do so in virtue of standing in a certain causal relation, the “composed by” relation, to something arguably immune to functional analysis:  Chopin.  This more familiar case reveals the close connection between these types.  Not only do the existence of Chopin compositions causally depend on the existence (previously or concurrently) of Chopin, but the type Chopin composition is conceptually dependent on Chopin, as the latter is essentially involved in the definition of the former.  Similarly, since according to impure functionalism a relation to phenomenality partially defines propositional attitude states, on that view propositional attitude types conceptually depend on phenomenal states.

To endorse impure functionalism is to abandon the claim that functionalism goes “all the way down”.  Impure functionalism yields an inclusively disjunctive notion of the mental:  to be mental is to be a phenomenal state or to stand in an appropriate functional relation to phenomenal states.  This disjunctive account invites the suggestion that propositional attitudes inherit the label “mental” from the (nonfunctionally‑defined) phenomenal, since propositional attitudes count as mental in virtue of their relation to phenomenal states.  Only a thin residue of functionalism remains:  impure functionalism is the view that functional properties and relations play some role in defining some mental states.  In that case, it appears to be nonfunctionally-defined mental states which underwrite the mental / nonmental contrast.  

Impure functionalism thus allows for a significant mental / nonmental distinction.  But it is such an attenuated form of functionalism that it seems undeserving of the name “functionalism”.
  Because nonfunctionally-defined states do essential work here, the “impure” approach hardly grounds a functionalist response to Goldman’s challenge.
 Until now, I have focused on the first of the two questions posed at the outset of this paper.  If my arguments succeed, they show that functionalism, whether comprehensive or partial, fails to capture the profound contrast ordinarily drawn between the mental and the nonmental.  I now turn to the second question: Is this failure a problem for functionalism?

IV.  MUST FUNCTIONALISM EXPLAIN THE MENTAL / NONMENTAL CONTRAST?

Rather than decrying functionalism’s failure to countenance a profound mental / nonmental contrast, its advocates may well applaud this outcome as functionalism’s crowning achievement.  After all, physicalist functionalists endorse the theory precisely because it promises to explain the place of intentionality and (on comprehensive versions) phenomenal consciousness in the physical world.  Yielding continuity with the nonmental is thus often viewed as a desideratum of a theory of mind.

Recall that both scientific and analytic functionalists justify their analyses by reference to folk psychological classifications.  Platitudes such as “other things being equal, a desire for a state of affairs X tends to cause the person who has this desire to attempt to bring about X” are data upon which functionalist theories are built.  The dispute between scientific and analytic functionalists concerns how much folk psychological data a theory must fit in order to be viable.  But the disputants agree that an adequate theory must fit some substantial portion of it. 

Functionalists will likely maintain that the mental / nonmental contrast is not a folk psychological datum their theories must explain.  If this claim is to be more than mere hand‑waving, functionalists must adopt one of the following three approaches.  (a) Remain neutral as to whether there really is a profound mental / nonmental contrast, and advance principled criteria which exclude the “contrast” intuition from the scope of proper functionalist explananda; (b) deny the contrast, and endorse an error theory about the intuition; or (c) accept the contrast, and offer an explanation of it which is compatible with, though not entailed by, a functionalist theory.  I shall show that approach (a) fails, and that this failure means that approaches (b) and (c) are methodologically suspect.

(a): This alleged contrast is outside functionalism’s explanatory domain.
The first strategy sidesteps the question whether the “contrast” intuition is accurate, by counting the alleged contrast as outside functionalism’s explanatory domain.  It may be argued as follows.  

Functionalism grounds its claims in everyday (folk psychological) views about mental states.  These views concern relationships among mental state-types (causal relationships, relationships of similarity and difference, etc.); they may also concern salient relationships between particular mental state-types and particular nonmental state-types.  But the relationship between the mental as a whole, on the one hand, and the nonmental as a whole, on the other, belongs to an interdisciplinary domain of inquiry.  Functionalism is a theory of the mind; it does not claim to bridge domains of inquiry.  It can therefore remain neutral about the whether there is a substantive mental / nonmental contrast.

According to this argument, the depth of the mental / nonmental contrast is solely an interdisciplinary issue.  The issue certainly appears to be interdisciplinary, expressed in that way.  And other ways of expressing the “contrast” intuition, though avoiding the term “nonmental”, implicitly compare the mental with the nonmental: e.g., it is the intuition that the mental is distinctive or special.  This is no accident — the intuition under discussion does center on a comparison between the mental and the nonmental.  But if the mental is believed to be distinctive, relative to nonmental states or phenomena, this is because it is taken to possess some property which the nonmental lacks.  Someone who shared the “contrast” intuition may lack a clear idea of what this property is, but to think that the mental is distinctive just is to think that there is some significant feature which it uniquely possesses.  And this property would fall within the explanatory domain of functionalism.  That is, the “contrast” intuition, itself comparative, is rooted in an intuition about a noncomparative feature of (some) mental states.  (I discuss, below, likely candidates for this feature.)  So explaining the “contrast” intuition is not a purely interdisciplinary task.

A theory which purports to describe the nature of a certain class of things is justified only to the degree that it fits the relevant data about that class.  In the case of mental states, a striking datum is that such states seem to be crucially different, in type, from other states with functionalist analyses.  The folk may mark this by a contrast with the nonmental; however, if there really is this contrast, it is underwritten by a feature which the mental has on its own, and which is thus within functionalism’s explanatory domain.  Simply to take the implicit belief in this feature to be less relevant than the data functionalist arguments exploit is unprincipled.  We now turn to alternative strategies for explaining this intuition.

(b): This alleged contrast is non-existent.
Insofar as establishing a continuity between the mental and the physical is a goal of functionalism, adopting an error theory about the “contrast” intuition seems an attractive option for functionalists.  This option rests content with the functionalist definition:  mental states are simply those which (either have intrinsic phenomenal qualities or) are defined by functional relations to other mental states, and to certain nonmental states.  And there the explanation ends.  So we err in believing that there is a gulf between the mental and the nonmental deeper than, say, that which separates the digestive from the non‑digestive.

Generally, the prospects for an error theory depend upon the centrality and strength of the intuitions it rejects. (See Sayre-McCord 1988.)
  The features standardly cited as distinctively mental are consciousness, intentionality and phenomenality.
  And it is typically argued that what makes these the relevant candidates is that they involve an asymmetry of access: each of us purportedly has, at least for certain states at certain times, access to our own conscious, intentional, and/or phenomenal states that is better than others’ access.  Crucially, to ground a principled contrast with the nonmental, this asymmetry must be ineliminable: no amount of training, reflection, or empirical knowledge can overcome it. 

The widespread belief in ineliminable introspective privilege suggests the form a functionalist error theory would likely take.  Functionalism defines mental states by their causal features; empirical science is the arbiter of causal relations; and empirical science approaches its objects from the third-person perspective.  So while introspection may currently override the judgments of empirical science, as to whether a mental state is now instantiated, this is due only to our ignorance of empirical facts.  On this line of reasoning, we err in attributing a deep mental / nonmental contrast, and this error stems from mistakenly thinking that current introspective privilege is ineliminable.

The analogy with Kripke’s “gold” case is again instructive.  If Kripke is correct, scientists can override folk judgments about gold, by determining that what appeared to be gold does not have atomic number 79, and so is not actually gold.  According to the current strategy, the “contrast” intuition assumes that mental states are disanalogous to gold in this respect: in a limited range of cases, introspection may trump the deliverances of even a perfected empirical science.  The error theory rejects this assumption.

To make more palatable the claim that, despite appearances, a subject does not enjoy ineliminably privileged access to her own states, some philosophers point out that intuitions are notoriously slippery.  As theories of the mental become increasingly sophisticated, they predict, we will be less tempted to see privileged access as principled.  For instance, Dennett welcomes the “watershed of intuitions” which involves relinquishing the “allegiance to the mind and the deliverances of introspection”:  “What Descartes thought was most certain — his immediate introspective grasp of the items of consciousness — turns out to be not even quite true”.
  Downplaying the importance or stability of the “contrast” intuition seems the most promising way for functionalists to defend an error theory. 

Functionalists who base their theories on folk psychology cannot merely assert that the “contrast” intuition is wrong: they must also ameliorate its sacrifice, since (as the discussion of option (a) showed) the intuition itself qualifies as a relevant folk psychological datum.  I conclude, then, that adopting an error theory commits functionalists to the claim that the “contrast” intuition is not stable and central.  The burden of proof is on functionalists who accept an error theory, to explain why the error theory is not undermined by folk beliefs which support the “contrast” intuition, given that they exploit other folk beliefs to support functionalism.
   The error theory acquits functionalism of Goldman’s charge only if this task is completed.  I know of no attempt, in the literature, to complete this task; and no obvious way to complete it suggests itself.  In any case, assuming this burden is the price of option (b).

(c): An explanation of the contrast is compatible with, though not entailed by, functionalism.
Sections II and III established that functionalism does not entail a deep mental / nonmental contrast.  This result does not, however, commit functionalists to an error theory of this contrast, with its accompanying cost to intuitions.  Another option is to maintain that there is a truly profound contrast which can be explained in a way compatible with, though not entailed by, functionalism.  Two candidate accounts of this contrast deserve consideration.  These are:  (i) subjects do have ineliminably privileged access, but such access is functionally explainable; and (ii) what is distinctive about psychological states is not our access to them, but rather the fact that they are more valued by us than non-mental states.  (Arguably, any concern we feel for our non-mental states, such as digestive states, derives from their role in sustaining our mental life.)  I address, in turn, each of these strategies for showing that functionalism is compatible with the “contrast” intuition.

(i)  Functionalists have used two main strategies to accommodate privileged access.  One strategy is to include in some state‑types’ definitive functional properties the tendency to cause the subject, under certain conditions, to believe that a state of that type is tokened.  To ensure that no one else can stand in this relation to the subject’s beliefs, allow that any belief so caused must be the subject’s own belief.
  Then, functionalism can accommodate self-intimating states: whenever S is in a state of type A under conditions c, she is caused to believe that she is in a state of type A.  But this does not block the possibility that S has many false beliefs about her own states, and so it does not secure first-person authority, viz., that introspection can, in some cases, override the deliverances of empirical science.  To secure first-person authority, functionalists include, in the functional definition of beliefs that one is in a given mental state, being (normally) caused by a state of that type.  First-person access is privileged, then, in that only S herself can be in a state which is type-identified by these functional relations to S’s own states.

Yet this move merely shifts the problem:  how can one tell whether one is in the belief state thus defined?  We could stipulate that the belief that S believes that she is in a state of type A must, by definition, be caused by a belief that she is in a state of type A, but then a parallel question arises regarding knowledge that one has that belief.  (Boghossian (1989, Section I), uses a similar argument to question whether self-knowledge of any relationally-defined state is possible.)  These functionalist definitions do not, on pain of regress, provide for any asymmetry between self-knowledge and other-knowledge, let alone an asymmetry which could ground first-person privilege.
The second main functionalist strategy attempts to secure first-person privilege by construing introspective access as intensionally special.   As Frege noted, intensional differences may exist between coreferring terms: only Bill Clinton can refer to Bill Clinton by using “I”, but the person to whom he thereby refers is identical to the referent of “Bill Clinton”.  Some functionalists claim that a subject’s ineliminably privileged access to her own states, compared with even the most knowledgeable empirical scientist’s, is due to this sort of intensional difference.  That is, it derives from the fact that, just as you are singularly able to refer to yourself using the reflexive indexical “I”, you are singularly able to pick out your own states using reflexively indexical concepts (or indexical terms in a language of thought).  Functionalists who adopt this strategy conclude that the subject’s introspected state, to which she has unrivalled access, may yet be identical with the functional state to which the scientist has unsurpassed access.

Whatever its promise for other theories of the mental, this strategy is incompatible with functionalism.  I can explain this only in brief here.  (For more detailed discussion of this point, see my (in preparation).)  Given that the states in question are functional states, any reference they involve operates causally: if an introspective state refers to an introspected state, it does so via a causal relation to that introspected state.  But reflexively indexical reference cannot be achieved by purely causal relations.  Consider a case of introspection, on the functionalist model.  My introspective belief that I desire lemonade, say, allegedly picks out the lemonade desire in an intensionally special way.  What is intensionally special here?  The functionalist might say that the particular causal relation between the self-attributing belief and the lemonade desire is different from the relation between someone else’s belief that I desire lemonade, and my lemonade desire.  

Suppose that this is true.  At best, it implies that I can refer to my own desire as “the cause of this”, where “this” refers to the self-attributing (introspective) belief.  But it is not clear that the type of causal relation involved here distinguishes this from someone else’s belief that I desire lemonade; after all, my lemonade desire can cause others to believe that I desire lemonade.  Even putting this point aside, however, referring to the lemonade desire as “the cause of this (belief)” itself involves reflexive reference: the term “this” represents the belief’s reflexive self-reference.  Now, since no state is a cause (or effect) of itself, reflexive reference cannot be grounded in a purely causal relation.
  

 But then functional state-types, which are defined exclusively by causal relations, cannot be reflexively referential.  The functionalist must construe the seemingly reflexive reference involved in introspection as purely causal reference.  And this reintroduces the original problem: if mental states are exhausted by their causal relations, then others can, in principle, detect them at least as well as the subject can.  Consequently, there is no intensional difference between introspective reference and third-person reference.   Functionalists cannot, then, consistently maintain that introspection yields access that is privileged, relative to others’ access, in principle.

The basic reason that functionalism cannot accommodate privileged access is simple: knowing the relevant causal facts suffices for knowing whatever there is to know about a functional state, including whether a given subject instantiates it.  So a practitioner of a completed empirical science could know, at least as well as any subject, whether that subject is in a given functional state.

It is worth repeating, here, a qualification expressed above (see note 16).  Even if functionalism could accommodate privileged access, further work must be done to demonstrate that functionalism can accommodate phenomenality, intentionality, and consciousness.  I have focused on privileged access here because it is relevant to all three of these standard mental properties and is therefore a prime candidate for grounding a general mental / nonmental contrast.  There remains, however, the possibility that the mental is itself heterogeneous, in which case there is no single mental / nonmental contrast but a family of them.  This result would multiply the difficulties for functionalism.

(ii)  Functionalism may exist in harmony with the intuitive mental / nonmental contrast while being at odds with privileged access.  An alternative account attributes this contrast to the disparity in value placed on states of these respective sorts.  Functionalists can avail themselves of this account only if it is compatible with the claim that mental (or intentional) states just are those states which meet (1) and (2), above.  And why should states which meet (1) and (2) be more valuable than states which meet (1*) and (2*), i.e., digestive states?  

We saw above that two obvious answers to this question are circular.  The first is patently circular:  that states defined by functional relations to other mental states are more valuable than states not so defined.  The second answer is that states defined by certain functional relations to particular sorts of behavior, sensory stimuli, and other nonmental phenomena are more valuable than states not so defined.  Although not patently circular, this response derives its plausibility from an implicit circularity.  For we value certain types of nonmental phenomena more than others precisely because we believe that the valued types cause (in the case of sensory stimuli) or result from (in the case of relevant behavior) mental phenomena. 

But perhaps arguments like this are misguided in applying, to human value judgments, justificatory criteria.  Perhaps when it comes to appraising the mental, value is in the eye of the beholder.  This is not to say that the higher value placed on mental states is random, or that mental states are antecedently no more likely to be valued than, say, digestive states.  A more credible view is that we value the mental — and thus bestow distinctiveness upon it — because of special features we believe it to have.  Thus we may explain the value placed on the mental without purporting to justify it.

The standard conception of the mental’s distinctiveness renders this option more plausible.  On that conception, the hallmark of the mental is the above-described epistemic privilege enjoyed by a subject (or those features which underwrite this privilege).  I have argued that truly ineliminable privilege is incompatible with functionalism.  But functionalists can exploit the current (non-eliminated) privilege, to explain the special status which we accord the mental.  After all, substantiating the claim that we value a particular type of thing does not require showing that the type of thing has properties which justify valuing it.  Rather, it requires, at most, explaining what causes us to value it; and explicable errors can play that role just as well as accurate judgments can.

On this proposal, then, we value the mental more than the nonmental because of the first-person privilege we (mistakenly) take it essentially to involve.  This value likely derives from the value we place on those features — phenomenality, intentionality, consciousness — which we take to secure first-person privilege.  To strengthen this account, functionalists can note that privileged access is often implicated in our conception of personhood.  This is why, for instance, it is difficult to see “brain bisection” patients, for whom such access is blocked, as unitary persons.  (See Nagel 1971.)  If we the folk believe that privileged access is both distinctively mental and implicated in personhood, then we may value mentality because we value personhood.  Moreover, the functionalist account of self-intimating states sketched above can explain the link between personhood and privileged access.  Finally, this proposal diagnoses the mistaken belief in ineliminably privileged access as deriving from the fact that access (to certain states under certain conditions) is currently privileged, and will remain so for the foreseeable future.

The resulting theory does not see the “contrast” intuition as an error.  Instead, it construes the contrast as fundamentally a contrast in value, albeit one which arises from a mistaken view about introspective access.

But this explanation also has its costs.  Although we do not err in believing that there is a contrast, we err about the nature of the contrast.  Specifically, we err in thinking that our valuing mentality over digestion reflects a deep, independent difference between these.  On this view, the value we place upon the mental does not reflect but rather creates a profound mental / nonmental contrast.  Since this consequence conflicts with deep intuitions about the kind of difference that exists between mental and nonmental states, the burden of proof that it places on functionalists is not obviously lighter than the burden the error theory places on functionalists.  Functionalists must explain why their theories are not undermined by folk beliefs about the nature of the mental / nonmental contrast, given that they exploit other folk beliefs to support their theories.

V.  CONCLUSION

Let us review the prospects for defusing Goldman’s implied objection to functionalism, given that functionalism does not explain the mental’s apparent distinctiveness.  We saw that the “contrast” intuition, while appearing to occupy an interdisciplinary domain, is rooted in a view of the mental itself.  This means that functionalists are not exempt from explaining it.  I have sketched preliminary reasons for thinking that functionalism is incompatible with privileged access.  If so, functionalism entails that key modal intuitions are inaccurate: the privileged access that seems ineliminable is actually a product of our current ignorance, and would be eliminated by a perfected empirical science.  The functionalist has two options.  Either embrace an error theory of the mental / nonmental contrast, or attribute the contrast to a difference in value which itself derives, explicably, from the illusion of ineliminably privileged access.  

The choice between these is a choice of which intuition to sacrifice: the intuition that there is a genuine contrast between the mental and the nonmental, or the intuition that we discover, but do not create, the mental / nonmental contrast.  Since functionalists depend on folk psychological data to justify their theories, either choice involves them in a methodological predicament.  They must find some principled basis on which to distinguish those intuitions upon which their theories depend, from those intuitions which their theories sacrifice.
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NOTES

1. Comprehensive functionalists include David Lewis and Georges Rey.  The views of Ned Block and Sydney Shoemaker, though differing, both qualify as partial functionalism, for they both reject functionalist analyses of particular phenomenal state�types.  I address these two versions of functionalism because they are the prevalent views.  Since my arguments depend on the structure of these theories alone, they also apply to other possible functionalist views: e.g., that while phenomenal states are functionally defined, propositional attitudes are not.


2. See Block 1978, esp. §1.1.  The term “analytic functionalism” I take from Shoemaker 1981.


3. Some versions of scientific functionalism limit the analogy with Kripke’s gold cases, claiming that scientific psychology is more tightly constrained by the deliverances of folk psychology than is chemistry by what laypersons count as gold.  To encompass a range of scientific functionalist views, in this discussion I take scientific functionalism as the relatively weak thesis that scientific psychology may occasionally overturn the verdict of folk psychology regarding the functional definition of a mental state�type.


4. This is not to say that folk digest-ology is precisely as influential as folk psychology in defining scientific targets.  One’s choice between analytic functionalism and scientific functionalism is relative to a particular domain.  For instance, analytic functionalism regarding the propositional attitudes is compatible with scientific functionalism regarding digestion (and vice versa).


5. Some functionalists may use only one of these conjuncts in defining psychological states; so as to allow functionalism the richest resources for distinguishing the psychological from the nonmental, I treat the conjunction as the functionalist definition.


6. Section III addresses the view that propositional attitudes are distinguished from nonmental states by their functional relations to nonfunctionally�defined phenomenal states, in particular.


7. See Block 1995.  Block is not, however, an impure functionalist; his view, that the mental is a “hybrid”, does not require a relationship between propositional attitudes and phenomenal states as strong as that required by impure functionalism. Because the “hybrid” view claims that nothing unites the mental in one category, it is unlikely to provide for a principled mental / nonmental contrast.  Despite disagreeing as to whether having some phenomenal property or other is functionally analyzable, Chalmers and Shoemaker both agree with Block that particular phenomenal state-types are not functionally reducible.  Chalmers 1996; Shoemaker 1994, esp. Lecture III.





8.This result shows that impure functionalism is at odds with Block’s thesis that the mental is a hybrid of functionally�defined and nonfunctionally�defined states.


9. Shoemaker reaches a similar conclusion, regarding impure functionalism about pain.  “[S]uppose that pain were definable in terms of its causal relations to inputs, outputs, and certain beliefs and desires, but that those beliefs and desires were not definable in any such way.  In that case being in pain would be a functional property, in a sense, but what functionalists have meant in claiming that it is a functional property would not be true.  What they have meant is that it is expressible by a functional predicate which contains no mental predicates whatever, and not merely that it is coextensive with ‘is in pain’ ....”  Shoemaker 1981, p. 263.


10. I owe this objection to an anonymous reviewer.


11. If, as I have argued, the “contrast” intuition is grounded in a folk psychological view which falls within functionalism’s explanatory domain, the option of accepting an error theory about it is unavailable to strict analytic functionalists.


12. “Since [error] theories almost always go against ‘common sense’ by denying assumptions built into the disputed language, their acceptability depends on having some account of why people have gone wrong.  Needless to say, the explanations offered and their plausibility will vary as the error being explained varies.”  (Sayre-McCord 1988, p. 11)  Some may claim that the centrality of the “contrast” intuition dooms any folk psychology-based functionalist view which denies the contrast.  Evaluating that claim would require, first, identifying the feature which mental states are believed uniquely to possess, and second, determining whether this feature was so central to the folk concept of mentality that any theory which denied it would therefore qualify as eliminativist.  Completing these tasks would require a paper of its own. 





13. This list is nearly standard in the philosophical literature; though philosophical, this literature aims to capture what people generally believe, if only implicitly, about the mental.


14. Note that the error attributed to the “contrast” intuition is a modal error.  Endorsing the contrast intuition is consistent with believing that functional states are perfectly correlated with mental states, and so there is no opportunity, in the actual world, for introspection to trump empirical science.  The error theory alleges that those who share the contrast intuition mistakenly believe that, in some possible worlds, mental states are not correlated with functional states.


15. Dennett 1994, p. 237.  Compare Tye 1995, Chapter 7.


16. And even if they can show that the intuition of privileged access is not stable and central, there remains the further task of showing that there are no other feature or features which make mental properties — phenomenality, intentionality, consciousness — appear to contrast so profoundly with nonmental properties.


17. Whether this is compatible with functionalism depends on functionalism’s resources for individuating persons; this latter issue is beyond the scope of the present paper, so to give functionalists the strongest argument I allow this restriction.


18. Shoemaker (1990) provides an especially lucid discussion of such functionalist strategies.


19. In fact, purely causal relations cannot ground any reference de re.  Perry (1979) and Lewis (1979) show that indexical reference is indispensable for any type of reference, and that indexical reference trades on reflexivity.  As Lewis puts this point, all reference de re is reference de se.  The reflexive “this” usually remains implicit, but the reflexive is absolutely essential for indexical reference to occur.  


20. For such attempts, see Tye 1995; Lycan 1990 and 1996.  I argue this point in more detail, against functionalist strategies for accommodating asymmetrical introspective access to phenomenal states, in my 1999.


21. This option was inspired by Sosa 1990.  Sosa there responds to Parfit’s claim that our concern for survival is ill�placed, since nothing nontrivial distinguishes survivors from other post�fission persons.  Sosa shows that nontrivial differences can arise from trivial ones; in his example, it may be a nontrivial matter to one whether the object one obtains is a cube (one may yearn for a cube), while it is trivial to one whether the object one obtains is 12-sided or 16-sided.  Analogously, we may, compatibly with functionalism, value mental states, while not valuing (de dicto) states of any particular functional types.  If this valuing is not totally groundless, then it is attributable to our thinking of these two sorts of things differently.  Just as an appeal to ignorance may help explain why one desires a cube without desiring a 12-sided object, I have used ignorance to explain, on behalf of the functionalist, why we may value mental states without valuing (de dicto) functional states: we are ignorant of the fact that the subject’s access to her mental states is no better, in principle, than the ideal empirical scientist’s.


22. For helpful advice, I thank Felicia Ackerman, Ernest Sosa, and two anonymous reviewers.
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