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Naturalizing the Mind

Matjaž Potrč

Naturalizing the mind leaves us with the problem of phenomenology. A review of some recent naturalizing moves in philosophy of mind shows how consciousness/phenomenology question came to the foreground. Handling the naturalization of the mind, i.e. phenomenology, has to deal with a couple of assumptions. Exclusion problems are glanced at. 

1. Naturalizing the Mind.

The upshot of the recent philosophy of mind is to deliver a plausible story about how to naturalize phenomenology. How did this situation come about? Naturalization amounts to treating the mind via natural sciences. You can be a naturalist though without being a materialist, i.e. you are an emergentist: there is then no explanation of the physical basis – mental properties relation. Starting from this, emergentists nowadays acknowledge phenomenology to be the main theme. Materialist naturalism would be better off, because it would explain the physical – mental relation. If phenomenology is in the foreground of the naturalization effort, then naturalist materialism will first of all have to account for phenomenology.


The upshot of the recent philosophy of mind is to deliver a plausible story how to naturalize phenomenology. How did this situation come about? Even for a casual observer of the current philosophy of mind, consciousness or phenomenology appears to be one main topics. We will try to hint here why this situation came into being. The short answer is that it is a consequence of various efforts of naturalizing the mind, and of the ways in which this was proposed to get accomplished. We will take a more systematic short look at these trials in what follows. But the very fact that phenomenology or consciousness is in the foreground of naturalization efforts should not be surprising. Some forms of mind, such as propositional contents and their effectuating relations, as the intuition shows, could comparatively easily find some way to be accounted for as a part of the natural world. This is not so openly the case for consciousness or phenomenology however, for it does not seem to fit so naturally into the rest of the natural world. Dualists have build upon this intuition, and some of them are naturalists,
 without thereby being materialists: the mind for them is not a straight and univocal appearance of the material world. 


What is naturalization? It is an effort to treat an area that does not seem to easily fit into the rest of the natural order with means that are available to natural sciences. In this sense naturalization proves to be an optimistic enterprise with a deep belief in the potential advancement of human knowledge as confronted with the world of nature. Philosophy of mind proves to be an important area in this respect, for it does seem to offer some resistance to an all-encompassing advancement of scientific efforts. Naturalization amounts to the project of treating the mind via the means that are available to natural sciences. As the mind is a complex feature
, it is to be expected that some of its constituents may be more easily naturalizable than some others. This very profound intuition anticipating the direction of mind's naturalization efforts is very nicely covered by the distinction between the easy and hard problems.
 It is not the case that the so called easy problems would be simple and that they would not require any effort. To the contrary, such matters as studying the neurophysiological, chemical or physical presuppositions of mind, and again the functional treatment of relations between propositional contents require deep and intricate engagements of scientific community. But in respect to the question of naturalization these are still easy problems. Naturalization may be eventually accomplished for them, whereas this does not seem to be so comfortably the case for the area of consciousness. Naturalization in the philosophy of mind thus takes mind to be a part of nature, and its belief in correctness of natural science precludes it to adopt such entities as mental substances and spiritual beings.


Once this naturalistic basis in the philosophy of mind is complied with, the possibility is still open for one to be a naturalist without being materialist. This is the case for emergentist approaches.
 A way to be a naturalist without being materialist is thus to embrace emergentism. Emergentists believe in the power of natural science. And they also believe that higher order properties, such as for example mental properties in relation to their underlying physical or chemical properties come out as a result of natural processes and forces. Just that the relation between these two areas cannot in principle be explained. In chemistry, we have hydrogen and oxygen each coming with its specific characteristics. Once as they get joined together as the chemical compound of H2O, the emerging substance, water, is equipped with quite different properties as this is the case for each of its earlier constitutive ingredients: it is transparent, drinkable, it fills lakes and seas. According to emergentists, the appearance of these higher order properties on the basis of lower order properties should be accepted with humble piety, i.e. their coming into being just cannot be explained. This is in value for British emergentists
, but it holds for modern naturalistic emergentists as well, such as David Chalmers. He thinks that a kind of bridge laws correlation exists between the basic and the higher order realms. Similarly, Moore was a naturalistic emergentist in the area of ethics. For him, moral properties result from specific arrangements of natural properties, and this happens with necessity. Just how moral properties appear upon natural properties though cannot really be explained.  For naturalist emergentism thus there is then no explanation of the relation between the lower and higher order properties, i.e. between the properties appearing upon the physical basis and between mental properties. All in believing into naturalization, emergentists nowadays acknowledge phenomenology to be the main theme. 


Is there some other possible kind of naturalism that would be better off in respect to emergentist naturalism? Emergentists are naturalists, but they lack explanation of the relation between the two areas (physical, mental) that they endorse. They also are not materialists. Materialist naturalism promises to provide explanation of relation between realms of the physical and of the mental. In a few words, this is a counterfactual dependency relation. Because there is no epistemic gap here anymore
 between the two areas indeed, we can talk about a case of naturalist materialism. The explanation of the physical and mental relation thus has to do with materialism. A general remark is perhaps appropriate here in respect to the overall effort that we pursue. If, as we said, phenomenology is in the foreground of the naturalization effort, then naturalist materialism will first of all have to account for phenomenology. Just how this happens is a question that we will try to tackle in the next section.

2. Recent History of Naturalizing the Mind: How Consciousness/Phenomenology became the main problem.

Recent history of naturalizing the mind proceeds with a couple of assumptions that guide its moves: that functionalization is a precondition of naturalization, and that intentional content and phenomenology should be treated separately.  Phenomenology turns out to be a problem for each of the moves following the mentioned presuppositions. The final rendering of New Wave Materialism is confronted by the deconstruction argument stressing the requirement about naturalization of phenomenology.


Here is the first assumption related to the task of naturalizing the mind:


Assumption 1: Functionalization is precondition of naturalization.

The idea is that whatever may be functionalized, i.e. presented as a generalized procedure reaching over several possible material instantiations and being in value for them, is a good candidate and indeed a precondition for naturalization. Because multiple realizability is involved into procedure, this is in opposition to the reductionist type-type identity theories offering one way of achieving materialist  naturalism and thereby avoiding emergentist naturalism. Functionalization offers a prospect of naturalization that is able to avoid chauvinist reductionism of type-type identity theory with its clinging just to human type brain as the precondition of consciousness and mentality. Evidentially we have some confusion here in respect to what may count as a reductionist and as a nonreductionist strategy, going along with naturalization projects. It was first thought that functionalism is nonreductionist, but with advancement of token-token identity theory functionalization came out as both probably reductionist but certainly as naturalization complying strategy. This is perhaps more clear if seen the other way round: whatever cannot be presented in a functionally commendable manner will not be a good candidate for naturalization. 


The second assumption underlying attempts to naturalize the mind is widely accepted as well in philosophy:


Assumption 2: Intentional content and phenomenology are treated separately by naturalization.

This is assumption of separatism, according to which the interesting mental phenomena encompass intentional mental states. Phenomenology or consciousness also comes along with intentional content, but not as really inherent to it or as a precondition of it. Rather, phenomenology comes as separated from intentional content. Intentional content is propositional or it is treated in some other appropriate manner. Consciousness or phenomenology is just accompanying it and it is a kind of sensory stuff, not really tightly related to the intentional content and even less functioning as its precondition. These separatist treatments of intentional content on the one hand and of phenomenology on the other hand are ubiquitous in the literature dealing with questions of naturalization of mind, and were exposed, countered by the opposite phenomenology of intentionality and intentionality of phenomenology approaches (Horgan and Tienson 2002, Potrč 2002 for Brentanian background of the intentionality of phenomenology thesis). Here we just claim that separatism is the underlying presupposition guiding current attempts to naturalize the mind. How exactly this proceeds will be seen through the following table.


The table presents in a systematic manner some recent attempts to naturalize the mind, under the presupposition of efficacy involving the above assumptions of functionalization as precondition of naturalization, and of naturalization proceeding through separation of intentional content and of phenomenology. We start our tiny crossword with assigning two basic values to either intentional content or to phenomenology, so that the sign “+” goes for functional naturalization, and the sign “-” for absence of naturalization:

	
	Intentional content 
	Phenomenology

	I. functional naturalization of intentional content, but not of phenomenology (Kim)
	+
	-

	II. functional naturalization of both intentional content and phenomenology (Tye, Dretske)
	+
	+

	III. New wave materialism (Loar)
	+
	+; - for phenomenological recognitional concepts


There are three logically commendable attempts how to proceed with functional naturalization of mind, under the presumption of separation of intentional content and phenomenology.


The first position (I.) proceeds with functional naturalization of intentional content, without that it would thereby also embrace naturalization of phenomenology. This is a position of Kim at one stage, although he also presented variations of his view. The position simply claims that intentional content may be functionally naturalized, whereas the same task for the area of phenomenology remains an open question.


The second position (II.) claims that both intentional content and phenomenology, each separately, allow for functional naturalization. Whereas the matter is not different here with intentional content as it was in the former case, functional naturalization of phenomenology builds on functional role of such items as colors, basically conceived as sensations, of such items as sounds and many more.  


The third position (III.) is essentially the same as the second one, for in its case both the intentional content and phenomenology are functionally naturalized. But it contains an explicit bifurcation of functional and non-functional and therefore of not to be naturalized ingredients of phenomenology. 


What is going on? Phenomenology may be understood as the qualitative what-it's-like trait of mental experiences. But the functional naturalization attempt in respect to phenomenology in the position (II.) does not seem to capture the what-it's-like quality of phenomenological experiences. In other words, functional phenomenology naturalized Mary will react with recognitional surprise on the appearance of color red as she will exit her black and white room. So functional naturalization of phenomenology in case (II.) did not really function, and the proposed naturalization just wasn't successful. 


This is spelled out in position (III.) that recognizes both functional naturalization of phenomenology, but also the remainder of still wanting recognitional concept, going along with its functionalized counterpart.


We may summarize the situation as follows. The position (II.) does not accommodate what-it's-like of phenomenology (Mary). The position (III). recognizes this and gives it the name of the phenomenological recognitional concept.


Under a more generalized perspective, we can see that all the presented attempts of naturalizing mind stay with problems of phenomenology. The position (I.) obviously has phenomenology as a naturalization problem, recognizing this and deferring the solution to other parties. The position (II.) functionalizes phenomenology, but still has problem with what-it's-like quality, namely with phenomenology as such. The position (III.) recognizes this problem, but thinks that it nevertheless arranged functional naturalization for phenomenology, at the same time as admitting recognitional phenomenological concept as to be naturalized reminder. We said that the position (I.) was at some time presented by Kim. The position (II.) is taken by Tye and Dretske. The position (III.) though is defended by Loar under the name of New Wave Materialism.


Against New Wave Materialism (position III.) the following deconstruction argument was given (Horgan and Tienson 2001), appearing here in its rough form:


Pr1 Introspection quite differently presents phenomenal and functional concepts.


Pr2 Phenomenal concepts are essential.


.: Phenomenal concepts are different from functional concepts.

Notice that position (III.) was the peak of attempts to functionally naturalize the mind, namely its focal point of phenomenology.
 The deconstruction argument now opens in an entirely new and urgent way the question about the naturalization of phenomenology which has seemed to be already settled by functionalist naturalization approaches. In other words, naturalization of mind really turns out to encounter the hurdle of naturalization of phenomenology, of the qualitative what-it's-like or of consciousness.

3. How to Handle Naturalization of Mind, i.e. of Phenomenology?

The question appearing quite naturally now is how to handle the naturalization of mind, i.e. of phenomenology. Summary presentation in the former section has shown that both main assumptions of naturalizing the mind are undermined by the history of how things proceed in naturalizing practices. Phenomenology though comes into the foreground through the essentially phenomenological intentionality. Such a view takes off with narrow scenarios, putting into question the externalist and atomistic naturalization moves. These are countered by the whole experiential world.


Let us remind ourselves on the “Assumption 1: Functionalization is precondition of naturalization.” This assumption 1 was rejected by the history of naturalizing the mind, the final blow to it being delivered by the deconstruction argument. This has clearly shown phenomenology to be the main problem of naturalization of mind.


What about the “Assumption 2: Intentional content and phenomenology are treated separately by naturalization”? Obviously, history of naturalization of mind has shown this Assumption 2 to be wrong as well. It has also shown our main problem to be the naturalization of phenomenology. We reject separatist assumption in such a manner  that we stress phenomenology. How do we do this?


We push phenomenology into the foreground in such a manner that we treat intentional content through phenomenology. On this basis we get the essential phenomenological intentionality, the intentionality shot through and through with phenomenology, and whose precondition the phenomenology actually is.


Such a view we get through by the brain in a vat (BIV) scenarios. Notice that my brain in a vat  counterpart has the same experiential world as myself, baring the importance of externalist hookups. As phenomenology comes into the foreground with this treatment, externalist approaches to the naturalization of mind fail to deliver.


As based upon this, we need a new perspective: no more atomistic intentional content, but a whole experiential world is the needed presupposition for a possibility to deliver a mind naturalization story.


The examples here involve an entire experiential setting: phenomenology of understanding, of action, of content, of attitudes. Phenomenology of understanding may be presented by the difference between what-it's-like of understanding the language that I am acquainted with in counter distinction to the language I do not master. Phenomenology of action points to the difference between the what-it's-like involving involuntary and voluntary action (Dr. Strangelove against my willful raising of my hand experience). Phenomenology of content builds upon what-it's-like difference between my entertaining the intentional content involving a cat or again involving a hairy spider. Phenomenology of attitude builds upon the what-it's-like difference between my wishing to gain a fortune and between my believing it. Obviously each of these phenomenological settings involves a whole experiential world. The naturalization of mind, i.e. of phenomenology, should thus be handled holistically.

4. Exclusion Problems.

In the remaining sentences we will briefly tackle exclusion problems for causal role of the mental and for agency that may be related to the above issue of naturalizing the mind.


The problem for causal exclusion of the mental proceeds from the epiphenomenalist threat, once as the causal closure of the physical gets recognized. This problem has its roots in atomistic treatment of causation, and may be solved in a compatibilist manner once as the contextual role of different ways of causation appearing gets recognized. Then it turns out that causal exclusion gets on the stage in a subtle manner as the contextual nature of various causal efficacies gets out of the sight.


The problem of agent exclusion starts with the plausible insight that our phenomenology does not support the hypothesis of mental states causation of our actions, such as the presumption that desires and beliefs cause my action. The offered conclusions then are first that free will based action is an illusion. The second possibility is to recognize self as the source of activity, with exclusion of mental state causation. The third, compatibilist possibility is to recognize oneself as the source of one's action, together with the specific role of mental state causation.


Exclusion problems for causal role of the mental and for agents both appear because of atomistic and separatist presuppositions. Contextualism and compatibilism help to find a way out, and both of these, as we presume, heavily depend upon the phenomenological background as the starting point of naturalization. Holistic treatment of phenomenology in the experiential world proves to be essential.
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�	Descartes is a dualist because he believes that there exist two different substances: the material or physical and the mental. So, besides to the physical substance there exists yet another substance for him, which makes him a dualist. But he was also at the edge of his time's contemporary scientific efforts, all from mathematics, to physics, optics and finally neurophysiology.


�	Kathy Wilkes claimed that expressions “mind, yishy, duh, um, consciousness” do not cover a natural kind and so whatever they happen to cover would be a poor candidate for naturalization anyway.


�	The distinction between easy and hard problems in the area of mind is a distinction in the manners of naturalization. This important distinction was proposed by David Chalmers, and it anticipated the dialectics of history in respect to the area of mind naturalization efforts. Chalmers correctly assumed that consciousness or phenomenology is the main challenge for the project of naturalizing the mind. His work is in direction of clearing the area for the naturalization of mind, i.e. for naturalization of phenomenology or of consciousness.


�	David Chalmers is himself a naturalist who declines to be a materialist. His stress upon phenomenology in fact makes him a dualist. Indeed, he is an emergentist naturalist.


�	Brian McLaughlin wrote a paper on British emergentism.


�	We should remind ourselves at the explanatory gap at this point.


�	Notice that the phenomenology naturalizing part of position III. is inherently inconsistent, as this is exposed by the deconstruction argument. In its case, phenomenology naturalization task gets divided between the to be presumably functionally naturalized phenomenology and between not to be so easily naturalized phenomenal recognitional concept remnant.


�	I thank my students for their audience reactions, Alenka Pogačnik for discussion, and Terry Horgan for his invaluable inspiration.
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