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(“How could we discern anything new? Only the variety in the composition should be considered here.”)

—Jayanta Bhaṭṭa
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I don’t know about you guys, but when friends in other lines of work ask me what philosophers are into these days, and I tell them that these days philosophers are into claiming that really, deep down—in a first-class conceptual system, you know?—it’s not true that “cat” means cat … they laugh at me. I do find that embarrassing.

—Jerry Fodor
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The moment we try to give a precise analysis of anything we cannot doubt, we find we can doubt whether we have given the right analysis.

—Charles Hartshorne
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Introduction

“NEURAL BUDDHISM”: COGNITIVE SCIENCE AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF DHARMAKĪRTI

The New York Times columnist David Brooks has ventured, notwithstanding the current popularity of books like Richard Dawkins’s The God Delusion, that a new wave of cognitive-scientific research on religion may lead not to rampant atheism but to “what you might call neural Buddhism.”1 Brooks’s point was that “the real challenge” for theists was likely to come not so much from the avowedly atheistic works of Dawkins and the like as “from scientists whose beliefs overlap a bit with Buddhism.” He seems to have meant that cognitive-scientific research supports such characteristically Buddhist beliefs as that (Brooks says) “the self is not a fixed entity but a dynamic process of relationships,” and he worries that such research thus encourages “new movements that emphasize self-transcendence but put little stock in divine law or revelation.”

Brooks’s column occasioned much reflection on the religious studies blog “The Immanent Frame,” where scholars noted (among other things) that the assimilation of Buddhism to science represents a century-old apologetic strategy characteristic of modern Buddhism2 and that the revolutionary character of cognitive-scientific explanation has perhaps been overstated.3 Both points are important, but this book will focus on variations on the second one. Here, I want to look at what was arguably the dominant trajectory of Indian Buddhist philosophy—that stemming from Dharmakīrti (c. 600–660 C.E.)—through the lens of central issues in contemporary philosophy of mind. I want to suggest that there are indeed important respects in which Dharmakīrti’s project is akin to those of contemporary cognitive-scientific philosophers—and that this is so much the worse for Dharmakīrti. My thought is that we can learn much, both about Dharmakīrti and about contemporary philosophy of mind, by appreciating that (and how) some of Dharmakīrti’s central positions are vulnerable to arguments that also have been pressed against the kind of physicalist philosophy of mind recently informed by work in the cognitive sciences.

It should be emphasized up front that Dharmakīrti is a particularly difficult thinker; he takes on intrinsically complex and elusive philosophical topics, and his works are, to an even greater extent than is typical of first-millennium Sanskritic philosophers, at once dense and opaquely elliptical, and thus it is unusually difficult to feel confident that one has definitively understood his thoughts on any subject. Dharmakīrti surely admits of various readings, and it would be foolhardy to claim that, by suggesting some respects in which he may be vulnerable to certain arguments, his philosophical project has been exhaustively considered. The present engagement with his thought, however, is animated not only by my sense that we can get some traction on his project by characterizing it as susceptible to certain modern arguments but also by my desire to make the arguments of some of his classical Indian critics seem more interesting than is sometimes appreciated.

In reading Dharmakīrti as I do, then, I am motivated partly by my sense that there are profound philosophical intuitions to be elaborated along lines suggested by some of his Indian critics—and particularly by some proponents of the Brahmanical Pūrva Mīmāṃsā and the Buddhist Madhyamaka schools of thought. I thus hope to reconstruct the arguments of these other Indian philosophers, too, in terms suggested by modern and contemporary philosophical debate. My aims will have been largely fulfilled if we gain some clarity on what may have been at issue among these thinkers—something I hope to achieve in part by showing that the seemingly arcane points at stake for these first-millennium Indian philosophers turn out still to be debated among contemporary philosophers.

I can introduce some of the issues that will come into play with reference to another item from the New York Times: a 2005 story concerning a talk by the Dalai Lama at an annual meeting of the Society for Neuroscience. Some five hundred brain researchers, it seems, had signed a petition calling for the talk’s cancellation, saying it would “highlight a subject with largely unsubstantiated claims,” and that it “compromised scientific rigor and objectivity.”4 The Times article centered on debates internal to the scientific community—debates, for example, about whether scientific objectivity is compromised by the fact that some scholars engaged in this research are themselves practitioners of Buddhist meditation, and about what kinds of phenomena will admit of properly scientific study. Regarding the latter point, petition signatory Zvani Rossetti is reported to have said that “neuroscience more than other disciplines is the science at the interface between modern philosophy and science.”

While Rossetti may be right, it is tendentious to conclude from this that (as he added in questioning the Dalai Lama’s talk) “no opportunity should be given to anybody to use neuroscience for supporting transcendent views of the world.” Depending, perhaps, on just what “transcendent views of the world” means, this arguably begs one of the most basic questions in contemporary philosophy of mind—the question whether fundamental issues in philosophy of mind are finally empirical, or whether instead they are (and there’s a range of options here) metaphysical, transcendental, logical, or conceptual.5 Impressed by the recently enormous advances in the scientific understanding of the brain (particularly those advances informed by research in computer science and AI), philosophers such as Jerry Fodor and Daniel Dennett take the questions at issue to be finally empirical and thus take it that the findings of empirical research in the cognitive sciences might answer the basic questions of philosophy of mind, which, we will see, chiefly center for these philosophers on the question of mental causation. What cognitive-scientific research provides, on this view, just is an account of mind. Against this, philosophers such as John McDowell take the basic issues in philosophy of mind to be (in a sense we shall consider) transcendental; for McDowell, someone like Dennett offers “what may be an enabling explanation of consciousness, but not a constitutive one…. We lack an account of what [consciousness] is, even if we have an account of what enables it to be present” (1998a, 357).6 An account of some of the enabling conditions of the mental, in other words, is not to be confused with an account of what the mental is—though it’s a fair question whether anything could count as an instance of the latter.

In light of this divide among contemporary philosophers of mind, it’s revealing that Buddhist thought should have come to figure so prominently in cognitive-scientific discourse; David Brooks is far from alone in taking Buddhist thinkers and cognitive-scientifically inclined philosophers as philosophical fellow travelers.7 This makes sense insofar as Buddhist thinkers are virtually defined as such by their upholding the “without self” (anātma) doctrine; surely nothing could be more anti-Cartesian than to urge (as Buddhists do in elaborating this idea) that every moment of experience can be shown to depend upon a host of causal factors, none of which is what we “really” are. Many Buddhist philosophers thus urged a broadly reductionist account of persons, according to which we are not entitled to infer that our episodic cognitions and experiences must be the states of an enduring “self”; rather, only the particular and momentary causes themselves are to be judged finally real. Elaborating what he took to be the entailments of this idea, Dharmakīrti influentially said that “whatever has the capacity for causal efficacy is ultimately existent (paramārthasat); everything else is just conventionally existent.”8 Surely, a reductionist account that thus privileges causal explanation could be taken to complement a characteristically cognitive-scientific project in philosophy of mind.

Pursuing this thought, Mark Siderits asks (in the subtitle of a recent article): “Is the Eightfold Path a Program?” (2001). That is, can characteristically Buddhist accounts of the person be harmonized particularly with those cognitive-scientific projects that, informed by the availability of the computer model, take thought to be somehow “computational”? Among other things, this amounts to the question whether the basic Buddhist commitment to selflessness might be compatible with physicalism.9 For, as we will see in chapter 2, what computational accounts of thought may most significantly advance is broadly physicalist explanations of the mental—explanations, that is, according to which everything about the mental can be finally explained in terms of particular goings-on in the brain. Whether Buddhist thought is compatible with such an account (which Siderits calls “techno-physicalism”) is a pressing question insofar as contemporary technophysicalist accounts are, Siderits holds, “more difficult to resist” than earlier versions of physicalism (2001, 307). Siderits proposes that the basic Buddhist project is finally reconcilable with cognitive-scientific physicalism.

There is surely reason to suppose that Buddhist thought, particularly insofar as it centrally involves causal explanation, might thus be compatible with cognitive-scientific accounts. There remains, however, a significant obstacle to the view that Buddhist thinkers elaborated a position that is uniquely compatible with scientific understanding: while cognitive-scientific accounts of the mind are generally physicalist in character, Buddhist philosophers are emphatically not physicalists.10 Indeed, it is important to understand that exemplars of the Buddhist philosophical tradition—including, in Dharmakīrti, one of the most influential of all Indian philosophers—elaborated an eminently dualist account of the person. If, moreover, that account finally gives way to any sort of monism (as it arguably does, we will see in chapter 5, when Dharmakīrti lays his Yogācāra cards on the table), it is surely of the idealist sort.

The Buddhist emphasis on the dynamic and causally describable character of subjectivity is not, then, incompatible with the view that among the causes of this are constitutively mental existents that cannot be reduced to physical existents. What is denied by Buddhists, in other words, is only that “the mind” denotes (as the definite article perhaps suggests to speakers of English) an enduring substance; to argue, as Buddhists do, that our experience is better explained by an event-based ontology than by a substance-based one is not by itself to say anything about whether there could be essentially different kinds of events. Indian Buddhist philosophers could (and did) coherently maintain both that “persons” consist simply in causally continuous series of events and that the series of mental events, insofar as it continues after the death of the body, has indefinite temporal extension. It is, indeed, just the postmortem continuity of any series of mental events that is called “rebirth.”11

It is perhaps especially the significance of rebirth for the Buddhist soteriological project that gave philosophers in this tradition a strong stake in refuting any version of physicalism. Indeed, the traditionally transmitted utterances of the Buddha include passages to the effect that physicalism is finally a more pernicious error even than self-grasping (which is saying a lot, since the latter is taken by Buddhists as the primary cause of our suffering). This is, Richard Hayes explains, because “if there is no rebirth, then the very goal of attaining nirvāṇa, understood as the cessation of rebirth, becomes almost perfectly meaningless. Or rather, nirvāṇa comes automatically to every being that dies, regardless of how that being has lived” (1993, 128). Indian Buddhist thinkers thus held that physicalism was tantamount to the extreme of nihilism, or (as Buddhists say) ucchedavāda—an extreme not misleadingly translated (to invoke a position in philosophy of mind) as eliminativism. This names views according to which everything of moral significance can finally be “eliminated” or explained away in terms of the preferred explanation—and the characteristically Buddhist conviction is that physicalism would be tantamount to such an “elimination” of the morally significant description of events, since on such a view suffering would be eliminated not by Buddhist practice but simply by dying.

Perhaps insofar as physicalism was not a widely entertained option on the Indian philosophical scene, there were few sustained attempts by Buddhist thinkers to refute such a position. There is, though, one revealing attempt to take on the challenge of physicalism; fittingly, this is to be found in the work that most influentially advanced a trajectory of thought that subsequent Indian philosophers took as practically coextensive with the “Buddhist” position in matters philosophical: Dharmakīrti’s Pramāṇavārttika, or (we might translate) “Critical Commentary on Epistemic Criteria.”12 As we will see in chapter 1, Dharmakīrti’s magnum opus comprises a lengthy refutation of a physicalist interlocutor who denies the possibility of the Buddha’s having cultivated his compassion over innumerable lifetimes; against the objections of this interlocutor, Dharmakīrti argues that mental events cannot be thought to depend on the body.

Insofar as Dharmakīrti’s critique of physicalism is judged central to his approach, Siderits may be wrong to claim that the characteristically Buddhist form of dualism is not really integral to the Buddhist project; the significance of rebirth for that project is surely among several considerations that can be thought to commit Buddhists to refuting physicalism. It seems to me that Paul Griffiths is right, in this regard, to stress “just how radical a dualism” was advanced particularly by the Abhidharma and Yogācāra trajectories of Buddhist thought; physicalism “in any form (identity theory, epiphenomenalism and so forth) is not an option” for this tradition of Buddhist thought (1986, 112). As Richard Hayes more emphatically says, there is “no other philosophical view that is more radically opposed to the tenets of Buddhism than materialism” (1993, 128)—even if Dharmakīrti’s refutation is exceptional in explicitly engaging that.

INTENTIONALITY, THE STATUS OF UNIVERSALS, AND THE PROBLEMS WITH COGNITIVISM

That some Indian Buddhists strenuously rejected physicalism is not, however, the point I am developing in this book. While Dharmakīrti himself pressed the Buddhist tradition’s most notable case against physicalism, we can appreciate some central features of his thought by recognizing that his own account of the mental nevertheless turns out to be vulnerable to a cogent line of critique that modern philosophers have leveled against varieties of physicalism. The central premise of this book, then, is that we can learn some important things about the conceptual “deep structure” of what is arguably the dominant trajectory of Indian Buddhist thought—and, as well, about some contemporary cognitive-scientific philosophies of mind—by understanding these significantly divergent traditions of thought as facing some of the same philosophical problems.

In particular, Dharmakīrti shares with cognitive-scientific philosophers of mind a guiding commitment to finally causal explanations of the mental, as well as (what arguably follows from this) the view that everything about the mental must be explicable with reference only to things somehow internal to the subject. I follow Vincent Descombes (among others) in characterizing this “solipsistic and causalist position in the philosophy of mind” as cognitivist (2001, xvi).13 Notwithstanding the considerations that (it will be allowed) can be taken to recommend cognitivist accounts in philosophy of mind, we will see that there are significant problems for any such attempt to explain all aspects of the mental in terms of causal relations among local particulars.

These problems, as they commonly arise for Dharmakīrti and for contemporary physicalists, can usefully be framed in terms of the concept of intentionality. The various uses of this philosophical term of art—familiar alike to students of continental phenomenology and Anglo-American philosophy of mind—commonly involve the idea of “aboutness”; that is, intentionality picks out the fact that mental events (like thinking or believing) perhaps uniquely exemplify the fact of being about their objects. Mental events, on another way of putting the point, constitutively have content; as Franz Brentano puts this in a canonical passage on the subject, “in presentation something is presented, in judgement something is affirmed or denied, in love loved, in hate hated, in desire desired and so on” (1973, 88). Among the ideas here is that whatever we might reasonably say about the relations of (say) a table to its surrounding environment, we would not say that it is about anything; the relation that characterizes a thought’s being about its content, many have supposed, is peculiarly distinctive of the mental.

There is (we will see especially in chapter 3) much to be said about the history and the varying uses of this idea, but in one form or another, a main question in the philosophy of mind has thus been (in Lynne Rudder Baker’s words) “to understand how one thing (some mental item) can mean or represent or be about some other thing (for example, some state of affairs)—to understand how anything can have content” (1987, 9; emphasis added). Here, it’s relevant to note that for Baker’s “some mental item” we might also substitute some linguistic item; surely linguistic items (sentences, stories, claims) are also rightly taken to “mean or represent or be about” states of affairs. In fact, there turns out to be a close relationship between the intentionality of the mental and certain features of language; indeed, linguistic items may represent the one case of something other than mental events that exemplifies intentionality.

While there are many ways one might tell the story of this relationship, this fact surely explains why so much contemporary philosophy of mind looks a lot like philosophy of language—a fact humorously noted by Jerry Fodor, who once characterized his own work as exemplifying “the philosophy of mind (or the philosophy of language, or whatever this stuff is)” (1990, 131). Thus, a great many contemporary discussions in philosophy of mind often center on considerations in semantics—considerations, for example, having to do with such things as the truth conditions and referentiality of propositions.14 How we are to understand the relation between (as it were) “linguistic” and “mental” intentionality has, in fact, been chief among the points at issue in twentieth-century philosophy of mind. The contemporary debate can be framed by Roderick Chisholm, who said of Wilfrid Sellars’s influential 1956 essay “Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind” that the main question over which they diverged was this: “Can we explicate the intentional character of believing and of other psychological attitudes by reference to certain features of language; or must we explicate the intentional characteristics of language by reference to believing and to other psychological attitudes?” (Chisholm and Sellars 1957, 215).

Sellars held the first of these positions, arguing in his famous 1956 essay that “the categories of intentionality are, at bottom, semantical categories pertaining to overt verbal performances” (1956, 94). Whatever one thinks is the right direction of explanation here (and in chapter 3, I will make a case for Sellars’s view), it is perhaps especially the closeness of the relation between linguistic and mental “aboutness” that makes it so difficult to give (what many would take to define a scientific approach to any matter) a thoroughly causal account of the mental; for the way that things like sentences relate to what they are about does not (to say the least) readily admit of causal explanation. Insofar, then, as mental events are like linguistic items in this respect, a mental event’s “being about” its content arguably involves something constitutively other than causal relations. The extent to which the intentionality of the mental thus resists causal explanation is, then, commonly problematic for Dharmakīrti and contemporary physicalists just insofar as they are alike committed to the view that only things that can enter into causal relations are finally real.

The issues here in play might also be put in terms of the category of “belief,” which, despite its occurrence in the title of my first book (Arnold 2005), was not theorized there. In discussions of intentionality, belief represents the paradigm case of what philosophers since Bertrand Russell have called the “propositional attitudes.” If mental events are characterized by their having content, propositional attitudes represent the various ways of “being about” any instance of such content; one can, for example, affirm, doubt, hope, or think that such-and-such is the case. Of the propositional attitudes, believing is arguably the most conceptually basic, since taking any other such attitude toward some state of affairs presupposes one’s believing something to obtain; “it’s impressive,” Paul Boghossian notes, “how many concepts of the propositional attitudes depend asymmetrically on the concept of belief” (2003, 43).15

Among the questions raised by this way of talking about intentionality is what sort of thing, exactly, the content of any belief is; while particular acts of believing are specific to individuals, what these are about may be common to many such acts. There is thus a case to be made for thinking that beliefs essentially concern things like claims or states of affairs—the kinds of things, many philosophers have noted, that can be individuated by that-clauses. When one says, for example, “she believes that it’s raining” or “I believe that Trout Mask Replica is a great album,” the content of the that-clause is a complex state of affairs under some description; these clauses embrace entire sets of facts, something of the world as taken from some perspective. To think of any instance of awareness (at least of the believing sort) as contentful, on such a view—to think of it as about anything—is thus to suppose that individuating or understanding the belief requires reference to some kind of abstraction. This is because “states of affairs” are not unique particulars; unlike, say, fleetingly occurrent mental representations, they are the kinds of things that can simultaneously be the object of many people’s beliefs.

Buddhists and other Indian philosophers would recognize that what has thus been brought into play by the foregoing introduction of intentionality and propositional attitudes, then, is the question of the ontological status of universals and the relation of these to cognition.16 Another form of the question of intentionality, then, is whether it is possible to give a complete account of the mental (more precisely, of mental content) in terms of an ontology comprising only unique particulars—or whether, instead, such an account inevitably requires reference to some kind of abstractions or universals, whether those be understood as concepts, propositions, truth conditions, or whatever. Part of what I want to show, then, is the extent to which characteristically Indian philosophical debates about the status particularly of linguistic universals—debates, for example, between basically nominalist thinkers like Dharmakīrti and archrealists like the proponents of Mīmāṃsā—can also be understood to concern eminently contemporary questions about how we should understand our mental lives.

Thus, as we will see in chapter 4, Dharmakīrti (like Jerry Fodor) is centrally concerned somehow to explain linguistic universals with reference only to particulars; this is the point of his famously elusive apoha (“exclusion”) doctrine. This doctrine elaborates the idea that concepts are more precise or determinate (more contentful) just to the extent that they exclude more from their purview; the scope of cat is narrower than that of mammal just insofar as the former additionally excludes from its range all mammals in the world that are not cats. Typically represented as the signal Buddhist contribution to Indian philosophy of language, this doctrine can also be understood more generally as an account of the content of beliefs. According to Dharmakīrti’s elaboration of it, this complex doctrine emphasizes that conceptual content can finally be explained just in terms of particular mental representations; particular occurrences of perceiving or sensing, that is, provide the bases for the “exclusions” that finally explain the universals in play whenever we entertain discursive thoughts.

It’s important that Dharmakīrti thus be able to explain universals with reference only to particulars since, for him, only particular things—only this sensation of a pot, and this one, etc.—are finally real; as ultimately unreal, abstractions (like the property being a pot) cannot finally explain any belief’s having explanatory significance. When we get to Dharmakīrti’s arguments for this, we will have seen (in chapter 2) that Jerry Fodor affords us good resources for thinking about what Dharmakīrti is up to in this regard; indeed, Fodor could be talking about Dharmakīrti’s apoha doctrine when he says of his own representational theory of mind (RTM) that it purports to explain “how there could be states that have the semantical and causal properties that propositional attitudes are commonsensically supposed to have. In effect, RTM proposes an account of what the propositional attitudes are” (1985, 78).

We will see in chapter 2 that on Fodor’s physicalist version of such an account, the particular “mental representations” that explain semantic content can be described in terms of correlated brain events—an idea that the antiphysicalist Dharmakīrti would strongly reject. What commonly characterizes Fodor’s and Dharmakīrti’s accounts, though, is the essentially cognitivist presuppositions that are arguably most significant for their views. Both accounts are driven by the idea that only causal relations among particulars can be thought finally “real,” finally to explain anything. These thinkers share, moreover, the idea that the only such particulars that indubitably occur are those that are somehow—Dharmakīrti and Fodor diverge most sharply, of course, with regard to how17—internal to a subject. For Fodor, the problem of mental causation thus recommends the adoption of a “methodological solipsism.” On this view, anything that is called on to explain the causal efficacy of the mind must be intelligible without reference to the semantic properties of mental events—without reference (Fodor says) to “the property of being true, of having referents, or, indeed, the property of being representations of the environment” (1980, 283). Instead, the explaining is finally to be done by brain events that can be exhaustively described simply in terms of their intrinsic properties.

We will see in chapter 5 that Dharmakīrti can be understood as similarly grounding his whole account of semantic content (the one elaborated in the form of the apoha doctrine) in what is, for Dharmakīrti, arguably the only really indubitable “epistemic criterion” (pramāṇa): svasaṃvitti, or “self-awareness.” It is in the parts of his corpus where he elaborates this doctrine that Dharmakīrti has traditionally been taken most clearly to affirm the characteristically “Yogācāra” doctrine of Buddhist idealism. Whether or not that doctrine can be understood as metaphysical idealism, it is clear that Dharmakīrti’s arguments for svasaṃvitti represent a case at least for epistemic idealism—for the view, that is, that what we are immediately aware of (which, note well, is logically independent of the ontological question of what there is) is simply the occurrence and contents of our own mental events. On my reading, the salient point of this epistemological claim is that mental content is autonomously intelligible; this is the idea, in other words, that we can know how things seem to us quite apart from any reference to how things really are—quite apart (with Fodor) from whether mental representations might have properties like being true.

Fodor and Dharmakīrti would, then, commonly have us explain conceptual mental content finally in terms of what irrefragably seems to a subject to be the case; anything’s seeming so, moreover, is finally to be explained, for both thinkers, in causal terms. Among other things, the kind of cognitivist approach we will thus develop with reference to Fodor and Dharmakīrti can be said to aim at providing a finally nonintentional account of intentionality—to aim, that is, at explaining intentionality (at explaining how anything can mean or represent or be about some other thing) in terms of existents that do not themselves intrinsically “mean” anything. Expressing this point, Fodor quips that “if aboutness is real, it must really be something else” (1987, 97). Arguments to this effect represent, in one contemporary idiom, the project of naturalizing intentionality.18

We will see that there are considerations that recommend such views, which can, it seems to me, be taken to have just the intuitive plausibility that empiricism more generally has. Indeed, the projects of Fodor and Dharmakīrti commonly fall on the side of the broadly empiricist divide in philosophy of mind; on the views of both of these thinkers, the answer to a question such as what it is to mean anything takes the form of a psychological account of causally describable processes involving particular states or events. Chief among the problems with such an approach, though, is that it may very well presuppose precisely the kinds of things it aims to explain. This is surely as Dharmakīrti’s principally Brahmanical interlocutors argued with respect to his apoha doctrine: the very process of exclusion in terms of which Dharmakīrti explains universals is intelligible, his critics argued, only with reference to universals. I will suggest that the conceptual difficulties here can be more generally understood in terms of Dharmakīrti’s own attempt to explain intentionality as necessarily exemplifying precisely what could be called an intentional level of description.

A basically transcendental argument to this effect—one that stems from Kant (and particularly from the Critique of Practical Reason) and that is variously carried forward by Wilfrid Sellars and John McDowell—takes its bearings from the idea that reason itself is the “intentional” phenomenon par excellence. Thus, the discursive realm with regard to which Indian philosophers focus on the problem of universals can also be characterized (as it is by Sellars) as the “logical space of reasons” (1956, 76). This is the level of description at which it makes sense to think of persons in their capacity as responsive to reasons—the level, that is, at which we find intelligible somebody’s demand that we justify any action or decision. The question for those who would “naturalize” intentionality, then, is how to account for the status and content of reasons; more precisely, insofar as reasoning constitutively involves (in John McDowell’s phrase) “relations such as one thing’s being warranted or correct in the light of another” (1996, xv), anyone who would reduce (or “naturalize”) intentionality must, ipso facto, be able to show how such conceptual relations can themselves be explained by (or consist in) finally causal relations. The broadly Kantian argument against such a project is that any putative explanation of us in our capacity as reasoning—a physicalist’s, say, in terms of brain events—inevitably turns out itself to presuppose or exemplify an intentional level of description; reason itself cannot be “explained” by any such account just insofar as it is only by reasoning that one could try to do so.

This is much as some of Dharmakīrti’s principal Indian interlocutors variously argued. When Indian Buddhists and their Brahmanical interlocutors debate the status of linguistic universals, there is an important extent to which they can be taken as advancing arguments in philosophy of mind; indeed, this centuries-long debate between Buddhists and Mīmāṃsakas can be characterized as concerning precisely Chisholm’s question to Sellars. Thus, Buddhists like Dharmakīrti clearly held that “the intentional characteristics of language” (most generally, its meaning anything) are to be explained “by reference to believing and to other psychological attitudes”—more specifically, that what language is about can finally be explained in terms of causally describable mental representations. Against this, Mīmāṃsakas who defended the view that language is eternal can be understood to have held, among other things, that there is something irreducibly linguistic about the mental—that language is a condition of the possibility of mind, not a product thereof. Among their most interesting arguments to this effect is one that can be generalized as concerning the ineliminable nature of an intentional level of description.

Similarly, Dharmakīrti’s fellow Buddhists the Mādhyamikas, who characteristically urged (in Mark Siderits’s apt phrase) that “the ultimate truth is that there is no ultimate truth,”19 can be understood to have argued that the world must finally be understood as irreducibly conventional. The characteristically Mādhyamika deference to “conventional truth” (saṃvṛtisatya), I will suggest, can be understood as deference to an intentional level of description, and Mādhyamikas can be taken thus to have urged that intentionality is ineliminable in favor of any supposedly privileged level of description. I will, then, be characterizing both Mīmāṃsakas and Mādhyamikas (despite their enormously different overall projects) as having variously advanced something very much like the broadly Kantian line of argument that has been, in my view, most cogently advanced against physicalists. By thus reconstructing some Mīmāṃsaka and Mādhyamika arguments against the likes of Dharmakīrti as having advanced significant insights concerning what Kant called “practical reason,” it is to be hoped that we will learn something not only about the various first-millennium Indian philosophers in view, but also about the nature and promise of what some have taken to be a profound argument against physicalism.

Whatever the extent, though, to which arguments such as the foregoing are cogent, it’s revealing that they have purchase not only against contemporary physicalists but also against the decidedly antiphysicalist Buddhist philosopher Dharmakīrti. It is to the extent that he exemplifies a basically cognitivist approach that, even though having pressed the Buddhist tradition’s most sustained case against physicalism, Dharmakīrti turns out himself to be vulnerable to what I will elaborate (in chapters 3 and 6) as perhaps the most cogent argument against physicalism. Insofar, that is, as he takes the mental to be causally explicable in terms of particular moments of awareness, Dharmakīrti is vulnerable to arguments meant to show intentionality to be irreducible to and ineliminable in favor of such terms. If, as Sellars has it, the “logical space of reasons” is sui generis—if reasoning and believing will not admit of the kind of finally causal explanation that Fodor and Dharmakīrti commonly aim for—then significant commitments of Dharmakīrti’s are called into question.

That Dharmakīrti, who was a strong critic of physicalism and probably himself an idealist, should thus be vulnerable to the same arguments that cut against contemporary iterations of physicalism is, I think, revealing of what are the most philosophically significant presuppositions in play. Our consideration of the Buddhist Dharmakīrti in light of contemporary debates about intentionality may, then, not only help us characterize some of the most significant issues in the interpretation of Dharmakīrti; it may also help us appreciate that despite recently enormous advances in the empirical sciences of cognition, Vincent Descombes is right that “the cognitivist conception of mind has been derived not from cognitive psychology but… from a particular philosophy.”20 To hold that only certain kinds of explanations—e.g., causal explanations in terms of existents with specifiable identity criteria—are finally valid is not simply to follow the manifest deliverances of neutral inquiry; it is to have decided, a priori, for metaphysical commitments that are not themselves the results of such inquiry.

PLAN OF THE BOOK

We will begin our development of the foregoing thoughts with a consideration, in chapter 1, of Dharmakīrti’s critique of physicalism in the Pramāṇavārttika. This will be prefaced by a more general survey of some central commitments of Dharmakīrti; in particular, I will sketch the basics of his epistemology, focused in terms of the causally describable character of perception. We will then determine what kind of argument against physicalism is available to Dharmakīrti in light of these commitments. His argument, we will see, is finally to the effect that mental items are ontologically distinct from physical items—and that this is compatible with (indeed, that it relates closely to) Dharmakīrti’s characteristically Ābhidharmika notions of causation. I will characterize his argument as basically empiricist in character, in a sense to be elaborated.

In chapter 2, we will begin a two-chapter excursus on some contemporary philosophical discussions of intentionality, developed with an eye toward giving us some conceptual tools for the interpretation of Dharmakīrti. This chapter will consider the “computational” models of cognitive-scientific physicalism developed by Daniel Dennett and (especially) Jerry Fodor, particularly insofar as these philosophers aim to account for intentionality. We will see that it is particularly the problem of “mental causation” that can be taken to motivate these projects. While Dennett and Fodor both claim to provide accounts that allow us to think of intentional attitudes (like believing and judging) as somehow real, it turns out to be at the scientific level of description that all of the explanatory work is done; this is as it must be, given their sense (comparable to Dharmakīrti’s) that only things capable of involving a certain kind of causal efficacy can finally be thought real. It is, for these thinkers, only as alternatively described (in terms, e.g., of brain events) that things like “reasons” can be thought to do anything.

Aiming to clarify what is most interestingly problematic about the accounts of Dennett and Fodor, I will, in chapter 3, venture a basically Kantian story of intentionality, motivating an account of why concerns having to do with language should figure so prominently in philosophy of mind—an account of why it is reasonable to hold, with Sellars, that “the categories of intentionality are, at bottom, semantical categories pertaining to overt verbal performances.” Kant’s appeal to the transcendental unity of apperception figures centrally in his development of what Sellars called the “logical space of reasons”—the conceptual order in terms of which it makes sense to think of persons as responsive to reasons as such. Kant characterized this conceptual order as exercising a faculty of “spontaneity,” thus emphasizing the extent to which this level of description constitutively resists causal explanation. Chief among the Kantian arguments to be elaborated following Sellars and McDowell is one to the effect that the intentionality of awareness constitutively involves this conceptual space, and that we must, to that extent, suppose that intentionality cannot be exhaustively explained in causal terms. The argument is completed by pressing the point that the foregoing conclusion cannot be denied insofar as it is only by reasoning that one could do so; the cognitivist project of “naturalizing” intentionality cannot go through, then, just insofar as we can make sense of anyone’s being persuaded of any view on the matter.

With chapter 4, we resume our engagement with Dharmakīrti, considering, in particular, the apoha doctrine. Dharmakīrti’s peculiarly causal elaboration of this approach to explaining conceptual mental content—the distinctiveness of which will be brought out by comparing his version of the doctrine with that first promulgated by his predecessor, Dignāga (c. 480–540 C.E.)—has striking affinities with the “psychosemantic” account developed by Fodor. Thus, what is excluded from coming under any concept is, for Dharmakīrti, everything that does not produce the same kinds of effects—where, significantly, the “effects” in question consist finally in the cognitive “images” or “representations” produced by sensory contact with objects. I argue that this is an account according to which the intentionality of the mental (of what thought is about) is to be explained finally in terms of the proximate causes of particular episodes of awareness—and that despite the considerations that may be taken to recommend such a psychologistic approach, this move brings out the truth in Donald Davidson’s observation that empiricism is, problematically, finally “the view that the subjective (‘experience’) is the foundation of objective empirical knowledge” (1988, 46).

We will complete this thought in chapter 5, which will find us confronting the challenge of understanding Dharmakīrti’s arguably foundational doctrine of svasaṃvitti, or “self-awareness.” This is reckoned by Dharmakīrti as a variety of perception, which is most significantly to say that it is constitutively nonconceptual. Among the arguments for the doctrine of svasaṃvitti are some meant to show that what we are immediately aware of (which is logically distinct from the ontological question of what there is) is only things—sense data, say, or mental representations—somehow intrinsic to awareness. We will also try to make sense of the stronger claim (arguably advanced by both Dignāga and Dharmakīrti) that svasaṃvitti is, in the final analysis, really the only indubitable epistemic criterion (the only real pramāṇa)—a view that may amount to a statement of characteristically Yogācāra idealism. It will be clear, in any case, that this doctrine develops the quintessentially cognitivist view that awareness is autonomously intelligible—that, on one way of putting this point, the phenomenological fact of anything’s seeming blue is logically prior to (and intelligible apart from) our having the idea of anything’s being blue. An understanding of the foundational role of this idea for Dharmakīrti’s project will help us appreciate why Dharmakīrti is committed to explaining mental content as he does in developing the apoha doctrine—why Dharmakīrti must, that is, think that contentful thoughts are finally about nothing more than subjectively occurrent mental events.

In chapter 6, we will complete the case for thinking that the foregoing project of Dharmakīrti is vulnerable to the same kinds of arguments, first developed in chapter 3, that have been leveled against the physicalist cognitivism of thinkers like Dennett and Fodor. Here, we approach this point by developing arguments from some first-millennium Indian interlocutors of Dharmakīrti and his school. With regard to the apoha doctrine, it is surely the Brahmanical school of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā that had the strongest stake in refuting Dharmakīrti; Mīmāṃsakas were archrealists about linguistic universals, and the critiques of apoha advanced by the Mīmāṃsaka Kumārila Bhaṭṭa (c. 620–680 C.E.) figured importantly in post-Dharmakīrti revisions of the doctrine. Rather than focus, however, on the arguments explicitly leveled at apoha, we will instead consider one of the principal arguments for the characteristically Mīmāṃsaka view that language is eternal—an argument that will be generalized as concerning the ineliminability of an intentional level of description. So, too, some characteristically Mādhyamika arguments concerning the irreducibly “conventional” (saṃvṛtisat) nature of existents will be considered through the lens of our issues in philosophy of mind. It will be noted, in this regard, that Mādhyamika arguments to this effect particularly center on questions of causation; it is, in other words, the supposedly privileged character of causal explanations that Mādhyamikas particularly have in their sights. It will be suggested that the “conventional truth” (saṃvṛtisatya) or “ordinary discourse” (vyavahāra) that Mādhyamikas show to be ineliminable in favor of such causal terms can, in keeping with the concerns of this book, be understood as most basically picking out an intentional level of description; among the things, then, that are ineliminable from any account of persons on the Mādhyamika view is reference, in one idiom, to their responsiveness to reasons as such.

Throughout the book, my goal is twofold: I want to advance the interpretive task of understanding the arguments and commitments of first-millennium Indian philosophers centering on Dharmakīrti, as well as the philosophical task of characterizing and advancing some arguments that classical Indian and contemporary philosophers alike would recognize as touching on central issues in (with Fodor) “the philosophy of mind (or the philosophy of language, or whatever this stuff is).” The interpretive, Indological task can be advanced whether or not the arguments here developed against physicalism are finally judged cogent; the exercise is valuable as a way to understand the classical Indian arguments as long as the characterization of the various philosophical interlocutors here invoked helps us to clarify issues of central concern to Dharmakīrti and his Buddhist and Brahmanical interlocutors. It is my hope, though, that the enlistment of some Indian interlocutors can help in the mounting of a cogent case for a philosophical account of contemporary relevance; perhaps, that is, some first-millennium Indian philosophers can help us understand the nature and limits of some eminently twenty-first-century developments in philosophy of mind.
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Dharmakīrti’s Proof of Rebirth

 

A DUALIST ACCOUNT OF THE CAUSES OF COGNITION

There are only two kinds of things, perceptible and imperceptible. With regard to these, that is perceptible which causes the content of awareness to track its own presence and absence.

—Dharmakīrti

INTRODUCTION: DHARMAKĪRTI AS EMPIRICIST

Elaborating what he represented as the basic purport of his predecessor Dignāga, the Indian Buddhist philosopher Dharmakīrti all but eclipsed the earlier thinker’s work; indeed, Dharmakīrti’s work would subsequently be taken by nearly all Indian philosophers as practically coextensive with the “Buddhist” position in matters philosophical, and his magnum opus figures, to this day, in the basic curriculum of many Tibetan Buddhist traditions of learning.1 It is fitting, then, that it should be in the work that has virtually defined Buddhist philosophy—Dharmakīrti’s Pramāṇavārttika, or “Critical Commentary on Epistemic Criteria”2—that we find one of the Indian Buddhist tradition’s most sustained critiques of physicalist accounts of the mental.

Despite the unusually extensive character of his argument against physicalism, Dharmakīrti’s critique displays some of the characteristically cognitivist presuppositions that finally make Dharmakīrti himself vulnerable to some modern arguments against physicalism. Thus, in making his case for rebirth, as John Taber says, “Dharmakīrti considers chiefly the problem: what causes a cognition…?” (2003, 490). 3 This picks out one of the most significant aspects of Dharmakīrti’s critique of physicalism, which exemplifies the kind of broadly “solipsistic and causalist position in the philosophy of mind” that, with Vincent Descombes,4 I take to characterize contemporary physicalism. Insofar as he thus frames the issues chiefly in causal terms, Dharmakīrti not only deprives himself of what I will show to be a cogent line of argument against physicalism but elaborates a position that is itself susceptible to that argument.

That he should thus frame the issues is not, however, incidental to Dharmakīrti’s position, and there are some eminently plausible intuitions, of a broadly empiricist sort, that can be taken to recommend his so proceeding. We can begin to appreciate this by noting that the context for Dharmakīrti’s elaborating his critique of physicalism is (to give the title of what most modern interpreters reckon to be the second chapter of the Pramāṇavārttika) pramāṇasiddhi—a “proof,” that is, “of pramāṇa.”5 More precisely, Dharmakīrti’s commentators take him here to demonstrate that the Buddha himself was the paradigm case of pramāṇa—that he was, as Dignāga had said, pramāṇabhūta, or (we might translate) “pramāṇa, incarnate.”6

This characterization of the Buddha reflects the titular concern of Dharmakīrti’s Pramāṇavārttika, which focuses on the category of pramāṇa, that is, “reliable warrant” or “epistemic criterion.” Indian philosophers of Dharmakīrti’s day were preoccupied with which ways of arriving at beliefs—perception, inference, testimony, comparison, etc.—should be reckoned as basic criteria (as pramāṇas) and with characterizing the criteria so identified. While it’s perhaps debatable just what is entailed by Dignāga’s taking the person of the Buddha to embody, as it were, “epistemic criteria,” it’s clear enough that what is at stake is the authoritative status of the Buddhist tradition’s claim on our belief; elaborating on this, Dharmakīrti tries to show why we should have confidence in the truth of what the Buddha taught. The question of whether or why we are entitled to credit what the Buddha taught is, among other things, an epistemological one. While we will see shortly why Dharmakīrti’s discussion of the Buddha’s “being a pramāṇa” occasions the need for a proof of rebirth, let us, then, first survey some of the basics of Dharmakīrti’s epistemology, with an eye toward appreciating what kinds of arguments are available to him in making a case for rebirth.

Dharmakīrti influentially argued—with his predecessor Dignāga, and as would commonly be held by Buddhists writing subsequently—that only perception (pratyakṣa) and inference (anumāna) have the status of pramāṇa; all other ways of arriving at knowledge are reducible to one of these criteria. These two kinds of cognition have as their respective objects the only two kinds of things (on one way of dividing up the world) that exist: unique particulars (svalakṣaṇas) and such abstractions or universals (sāmānyalakṣaṇa) as concepts and complex wholes. Since the kinds of things that figure in conceptual content are not particulars, to say that perception apprehends only unique particulars is thus to be committed (as in fact Dignāga and Dharmakīrti commonly were) to the view that perception is constitutively nonconceptual; as these thinkers put the point, perception is kalpanāpoḍha, “devoid of conception.”7

Among the salient points here is that any conceptual or discursive thought8—any taking of an object of cognition as something or another—can be thought necessarily to involve reference to some sort of universals, where these just are the kinds of things (concepts, linguistic referents, propositions) that figure in judgments. Thus, to take things under some description—to take oneself, say, as perceiving (not undifferentiated sense data but) a tree—arguably requires having such concepts as “being a tree” or “the class of all trees.” Among the problems with Dharmakīrti’s holding, then, that perception is constitutively nonconceptual is that this is arguably to say that perceptual awareness does not (perhaps cannot) have the kind of content that affords reasons for acting one way or another—the kind of content that figures in what Wilfrid Sellars calls the “logical space of reasons.”

While we will see that such a view is not without problems, there are nevertheless considerations that can be taken to recommend it; it can, indeed, be taken to have the kind of intuitive plausibility that generally attaches to empiricism.9 The characterization of this as a broadly “empiricist” trend of thought fits particularly well, I think, with the emphasis on causal explanation that Dharmakīrti adds to the philosophical project he carries on from Dignāga.10 Among the points I mean to suggest in saying this is that “empiricism” may not represent only an epistemological position; characteristically empiricist intuitions, rather, are also apt to involve ontological commitments centering on causal explanation. This is because empiricists are apt to privilege sense perception among ways of knowing, and Dharmakīrti discloses the extent to which this can be thought warranted particularly by the causally describable character of perception.

Thus, for Dharmakīrti, to be “ultimately existent” (paramārthasat)—to be the kind of thing that belongs in a final ontology and that can be called upon to explain whatever facts seem to obtain at the reducible level of description that Dharmakīrti characterizes as “conventionally existent” (saṃvṛtisat)—just is to be capable of causally interacting with other particulars. As he famously said in this regard: “Whatever has the capacity for causal efficacy (arthakriyāsamartham yat) is ultimately existent (paramārthasat); everything else is conventionally existent. These [two kinds of things consist, respectively, in] unique particulars and abstractions.”11 This means, however, that only the objects of perception count as “ultimately existent,” just insofar as only these can do anything; whenever, in contrast, one has a discursive thought (a thought involving concepts), one’s awareness involves reference to things that are not actually present in anything at all like the same way. Perception is privileged on this account, then, just insofar as the causal efficacy that figures therein is the criterion of the real.

Dharmakīrti alternatively makes the same point in stating what is widely referred to as the “sattvānumāna” (the “inference from being existent”) argument for momentariness—an argument meant to show that existents must change from moment to moment simply insofar as they can be thought to exist. Thus, “Whatever is existent is only momentary, because there is a contradiction with causal efficacy if something is nonmomentary—and being a real thing (vastutvam), which is characterized by causal efficacy, is given up in that case.”12 Dharmakīrti here succinctly expresses a thought that animates many Buddhist arguments against putatively enduring wholes, whose relations to manifestly temporal existents are shown by these arguments to be problematic. Against theism, for example, Dharmakīrti and other Buddhists typically argue that insofar as the causation of events in the world has a constitutively temporal unfolding, no putatively unchanging entity can coherently be in any way related to such causation.13 To be causally efficacious, therefore, is ipso facto to be momentary—and being so, on this account, is clearly the criterion of being existent. (Among the difficulties with such a criterion is that it is hard to see how the claim setting this forth as the criterion could itself be verified in the terms it states.)

Dharmakīrti could take this characterization of the possible objects of awareness in terms of their causal efficacy (or lack thereof) as recommended by its strong Buddhist pedigree; the epistemological intuitions in play here have the advantage that they are reasonably thought to support the cardinal Buddhist doctrine of selflessness (anātmavāda)—the view that persons are not enduring substances but instead consist in causally continuous series of momentary events. Thus, Dharmakīrti’s criterion can plausibly be taken as recommending the conclusion that only our episodic sensations are real, without also warranting the (inferential) belief that these must be the states of an underlying self; the self is thus the originating example of the kind of “whole” or abstraction whose reality Buddhists like Dharmakīrti chiefly aim to refute. Just, then, as one can (for example) get milk from some particular bovine critter but not from the abstract property of “being a cow” (gotva), so, too, the “self” should be recognized as an explanatorily idle concept; all that is really occurrent (where that just means causally efficacious) is the particular sensations that alone are discoverable upon introspection.

The framing of these issues in specifically causal terms is surely as old as “selflessness” itself. Indeed, the flipside of the doctrine of selflessness is the equally cardinal doctrine of pratītyasamutpāda, or “dependent origination”; the reason we are not “selves” is that every moment of experience can be shown to be causally dependent upon a host of factors, themselves impersonal, none of which can be taken to be what we “really” are. Thus, the founding insight of the Buddhist tradition encourages the analysis of subjective experience into its constituent causes. The centrality of this idea is reflected in the widely attested use of the “verse of dependent origination” as a mantra: “The Tathāgata explained the cause of those existents whose origination is due to causes, as well as that which is their cessation—the great renunciant is one whose doctrine is thus.”14 There are, then, eminently Buddhist reasons for favoring causal analyses.

I said, though, that Dharmakīrti’s particular focus on causal analyses can also be understood as reflecting a generally empiricist sort of approach; for it follows from Dharmakīrti’s elaboration of the foregoing commitments that perception, in particular, represents the unique point in our cognitive relation to the world at which cognition itself is constrained by the world. This is because perceptual cognitions, it seems, can be exhaustively described as resulting from causally efficacious “impingements by the world on a possessor of sensory capacities,” in John McDowell’s felicitous phrase (1996, xv). Dharmakīrti’s characteristically empiricist confidence in the foundational character of perception stems, then, from the fact that this kind of cognition, alone among pramāṇas, can be described as in contact with (as caused by) real existents. Such a view emphasizes, among other things, the phenomenological intuition that we do not have any agency with regard to how perceptually experienced things seem to us; rather, an object of perception is just “given” to us as this particular thing, seen on some particular occasion under whatever conditions happen to obtain.

It can reasonably be thought, to that extent, that attending to perceptual cognitions represents the best way to account for the objectivity of our knowledge; what could be more objectively real than the kinds of things that thus impinge upon our bodies? Dharmakīrti advances just such a view in affirming that only causally efficacious particulars should be reckoned as ultimately existent and that such abstract objects as concepts—the things that are the currency of Sellars’s “logical space of reasons”—do not have this status. Objective reality is thus to be attributed only to those things that we can, as it were, “come up against,” things with identity criteria. There is, in contrast, no place or time where concepts can be said to exist—that is, indeed, just what it means to call them “universals.” Rather, these have what the Brahmanical thinker Bhartṛhari (himself a realist about linguistic universals) allowed was a kind of “figurative” or “secondary existence” (upacārasattā).15 Dharmakīrti’s generally empiricist intuition about the kinds of platonic entities that populate the discursive realm is that their utility must finally be explicable in terms of the kinds of things encountered in perception, and this for the simple reason that only things capable of entering into causal relations, only things with identity criteria, are finally real.

CAUSATION AND SUBJECTIVITY: DHARMAKĪRTI’S REPRESENTATIONALISM

A note of caution should be sounded here, since the seemingly empiricist perspective reflected in a great many of his arguments may, in the end, be only provisionally entertained by Dharmakīrti; on the idealist Yogācāra position Dharmakīrti finally holds, his account of the causal constraints on perceptual awareness will surely look quite different. Dharmakīrti is, in this regard, traditionally read as alternating between arguments for two kinds of views: the generally empiricist approach we have so far been scouting (characterized by most commentators as “Sautrāntika”) and the “Yogācāra” perspective that is typically understood in terms of idealism.16 It is this alternation in perspective that some modern interpreters have proposed we understand in terms of a “sliding scale of analysis”—in terms, that is, of a hermeneutical perspective informed by sensitivity to the fact that it is often difficult to determine, with respect to any particular topic, what Dharmakīrti’s definitive position finally is. On John Dunne’s elaboration of this idea, what most commentators call the “Sautrāntika” perspective is to be understood as “External Realism”; in contrast, the Yogācāra perspective is to be understood as what Dunne calls “Epistemic Idealism,” which is the view (Dunne says) that “All Entities are Mental.”17

Yet these positions may not be as clearly distinct as supposed; indeed, as we will see with chapter 5’s consideration of Dharmakīrti’s arguments for the doctrine of svasaṃvitti, the epistemology is the same on either account. Thus, Dunne’s characterization of Dharmakīrti’s Yogācāra as “epistemic idealism” may not, after all, distinguish this perspective from Sautrāntika; indeed, epistemic idealism can be understood as just the view these positions share. That is, the difference between Sautrāntika and Yogācāra may not lie in their epistemologies, insofar as the Sautrāntika, too, holds that we are immediately acquainted only with the contents of our own awareness; rather, the difference lies in the metaphysical arguments that (the idealist takes it) additionally show that only such mental things as sense data could be real.18 What distinguishes the “Yogācāra” parts of Dharmakīrti’s corpus, then, is simply his making explicit that epistemological commitments the Sautrāntika does (or at least coherently can) hold are already compatible with idealism. Among the things that will clearly emerge from our consideration of svasaṃvitti, then, is an appreciation of why it makes philosophical sense that, as on traditionally Buddhist doxographical accounts, Dharmakīrti’s “Sautrāntika” perspective should give way to Yogācāra.

Notwithstanding the bafflingly elusive thought of a finally idealist position that yet privileges causal description (how are we to understand causal relations among strictly mental events?), it is enough for us now to get a sense of what Dharmakīrti’s commitments look like when he argues for them from the more intuitively plausible empiricist perspective that it is strategically advantageous for him generally to adopt.19 The point to notice here is how Dharmakīrti’s elaboration of the causally describable character of perception supports the case for a fundamentally dualist account of the mind-body relation; we will shortly see that Dharmakīrti’s defense of rebirth is not so much a positive case for the particulars of the “rebirth” process as it is a case for the irreducibility of mental events to physical events. Of particular interest to us in scouting his epistemology, then, are the mental “appearances” or “representations” (as we can render Dharmakīrti’s ākāra and pratibhāsa) that centrally figure in his understanding of perceptual awareness. It’s as involving a fundamentally phenomenalist or representationalist epistemology—as involving, that is, mediating mental events that are themselves the direct objects of awareness—that Dharmakīrti’s causal account of perception can be thought to fit particularly well with the idea of mind-body dualism.

Dharmakīrti’s elaboration of the causally describable character of perception, then, prominently involves reference to mental representations. The beginning of his Pramāṇaviniścaya, for example, thus characterizes perceptible (pratyakṣa)20 objects as contra the constitutively imperceptible (parokṣa) objects that are knowable only through inference:


There are only two kinds of things, perceptible and imperceptible. With regard to these, that is perceptible which causes the content of awareness (jñānapratibhāsam) to track its own presence and absence.21 That—unique, having the nature of a thing—is a unique particular (svalakṣaṇa). But the other, [imperceptible kind of thing], lacking the capacity for projecting its nature directly into thought, just is something acquaintance (pratipatti) with which is impossible.22



A unique particular’s capacity thus to cause the content of awareness is contrasted, then, with everything that lacks this capacity thus to “project” (upadhāna) its own form “directly into thought” (buddhau sākṣāt). An object having specific identity criteria—some particular ruminant, say, located at an appropriate distance from an observer—can actually impinge upon a possessor of sensory capacities in such a way as to produce a cognitive representation whose content varies as a function of the object itself; an abstract item like the concept being a cow, in contrast, does not directly “produce” representations in anything at all like the same way.

To similar effect, Dharmakīrti says in the Pramāṇavārttika that “there is nothing at all worth the name ‘being apprehendable’ apart from being a cause.”23 Here, Dharmakīrti anticipates the objection that the sense faculties themselves should also be reckoned as causes of awareness—despite which, we do not speak of the senses as what is apprehended in awareness, only the objects disclosed by them.24 How, then, can we distinguish those causes that are at the same time the content of awareness from whatever other causes are rightly thought to figure in the production of cognition? Dharmakīrti answers that it’s particularly that cause whose image the awareness bears that should be reckoned as what is cognitively apprehended: “With regard to these [various causes of awareness], it’s the one in whose image (yadākārā) thought arises that is said to be apprehended by that [thought].”25 We are thus to identify the really existent objects of perception not only in terms of their causally constraining our awareness but also in terms of the phenomenal content that thus tracks these causes.

Insofar as it turns out to be a difficult question whether anything is really identifiable at once as the content of cognition and as a cause thereof, Dharmakīrti’s apparent confidence that we know how to specify that cause “in whose image thought arises” may not be warranted. Indeed, particularly insofar as reference to the causes of cognition brings into play all manner of “sub-” or “impersonal” things (various neurological goings-on, on a contemporary reckoning), it’s hard to know how we can be sure we are even talking about the same kinds of things at all when we say of any phenomenal object of awareness that it is also among the causes thereof. This problem was incisively scouted by Dharmakīrti’s predecessor Dignāga, whose brief Ālambanaparīkṣā (“Examination of ālambana”) interestingly problematizes the Ābhidharmika concept on which these issues converge—that of the ālambana-pratyaya, which, among the various “causal conditions” (pratyaya) of any cognition, is the one that is at the same time the object of awareness (its ālambana).26

The problem, Dignāga argues, is that there seem to be good reasons for thinking that the kinds of things we typically take awareness to be of could not be among the causes of cognition; for while we can attribute causal efficacy only to the kinds of atomic particulars that are, for Buddhists, finally admitted as real, such things do not figure at all in the phenomenal content of awareness, which instead typically involves medium-sized dry goods. Thus, the kinds of things that can meet the causal condition do not meet the content condition, while the things that meet the content condition are not reckoned by Buddhists as having causal efficacy. Dignāga takes these considerations to recommend the conclusion that it can therefore only be something intrinsic to awareness that finally counts as the ālambana-pratyaya: “It is something whose form is knowable internally—appearing as though external—which is the object of awareness, because of its being the form of awareness, and because of its also being a causal condition thereof.”27 Only, then, something intrinsic to awareness could meet both of the relevant conditions.

Dignāga has to suggest, though, two ways to make sense of this claim, which we might characterize as alternately reflecting third-personal and first-personal takes on the question. Third-personally speaking—without reference, that is, to what the subject of a cognition herself takes its content to be—the internal cause of cognition is (as causes are typically taken to be) something temporally prior: in particular, a “seed” (bīja) or “latent disposition” (vāsanā), which, though “internal” to the mental continuum, is not itself phenomenologically accessible.28 First-personally speaking, how-ever—with reference to what is phenomenologically accessible to the subject of cognition—Dignāga’s “internally knowable form” counts as meeting the causal condition only on a different understanding of what “being a cause” consists in. For insofar as the phenomenal content of cognition would also seem to be a part thereof, and thus incapable of being at the same time its cause, first-personally accessible content can satisfy the causal condition only insofar as “cause” denotes anything invariably concomitant with the occurrence of what it relates to—in the way, for example, that anything’s defining characteristic is, ipso facto, present whenever the thing in question is.29

That Dignāga, even on the idealist view he takes to be recommended by the foregoing considerations, thus has to invoke a couple of senses of “being a cause” to explain how something mental can satisfy both the causal condition and the content condition is surely evidence of the difficulty of the problem here. Dharmakīrti, for his part, qualifies Dignāga’s arguments on this score; though also holding a finally idealist view of the matter, Dharmakīrti accommodates his intuitions concerning the essentially causal description of perception by allowing (contra Dignāga) that, in fact, aggregated atoms could at once be “causally efficacious and correspond to the image in cognition.”30 Even so, the fact that phenomenal content thus varies as a function of really constraining causes is finally to be known, for Dharmakīrti, based on phenomenological considerations—which means it remains something intrinsic to awareness that represents the basis for Dharmakīrti’s claims in this regard. In particular, a cognition’s being genuinely caused by its object is finally evident from its phenomenal clarity and vividness—its sphuṭatva, or “being distinct,” as the commentator Dharmottara (c. 740–800 C.E.) recurrently puts this point.

Dharmottara succinctly says, in commenting on one discussion in Dharmakīrti’s Nyāyabindu, that cognition is nonconceptual “just insofar as its content is distinct” (sphuṭābhatvād eva ca nirvikalpakam); in contrast, a conceptual cognition is characterized by its being “one whose content is indistinct” (asphuṭābham vikalpakam).31 Dharmakīrti himself concisely puts the point just a bit further on, at Nyāyabindu 1.13, where he defines really existent particulars themselves in terms of the phenomenal content they cause: “A unique particular (svalakṣaṇa) is that object because of proximity or nonproximity to which there is a difference in the phenomenal content of cognition.”32 Elaborating, Dharmottara strikingly relates the ultimately existent status of particulars to this fact: “Only that object which, depending on its proximity or nonproximity, produces (respectively) a distinct or indistinct phenomenological content is ultimately existent.”33

The extent to which Dharmakīrti here takes his bearings from phenomenological consideration of mental content is revealing. Indeed, it is reference to phenomenal content that is finally most important for Dharmakīrti; when he lays his idealist cards on the table (as he is traditionally taken to do with his arguments for svasaṃvitti), Dharmakīrti will finally jettison the idea that the causes of perceptual awareness are external objects. A causal analysis can be given, he thinks, without any reference to things other than the intrinsic properties of awareness—it is, he will say in arguing for svasaṃvitti, just an intrinsic property of causally unfolding cognitions that they seem to be of something. To the extent, however, that it is essentially phenomenological considerations that are thus enlisted to account for perceptual cognition’s being caused by real existents, the case for a causal account of perception may not be advanced; for to appeal to something intrinsic to awareness as evidence of external constraints thereon is to beg precisely the question at issue. Of course, it will finally be just Dharmakīrti’s point (we will see in chapter 5) that insofar as it thus remains dubitable whether the phenomenologically distinctive character of perception is explicable in terms of external objects, we ought therefore to conclude that cognition is, ultimately, autonomously intelligible; for the present, however, suffice it to say again that it turns out to be difficult to get causal accounts together with accounts of phenomenal content.

We clearly have here, in any event, an elaboration of the intuitively plausible idea that perceptual cognition is distinguished by its being among the effects produced by causally efficacious particulars—this, finally, is why it’s so important that Dharmakīrti thinks both that only causally efficacious particulars are real and that these are uniquely the objects of perception—together with the idea that what is thus caused by perceptible particulars is some kind of mental item that is itself the direct object of awareness: phenomenal “images” or “appearances” (ākāra, pratibhāsa). To that extent, we can say that what is on offer here is something like a sense-datum theory—an account according to which it is really some kind of subjectively occurrent representations that are the direct objects of awareness. Such a picture is perhaps most clearly stated by Dharmakīrti when he addresses the “time-lag” problem that is particularly pressing for those Buddhists who, like Dharmakīrti, uphold the doctrine of momentariness. This is the problem that perception’s being an effect entails that there is a temporal succession involved in the production of perceptual awareness—and during that time, the perceived object changes, such that it is no longer the same thing at the moment when it becomes present to awareness. In this regard, Dharmakīrti says: “If it’s asked how something is apprehendable given its having occurred at a different time, [we reply that] those who understand reasoning know [that being apprehendable] is just being a cause (hetutvam eva) that’s capable of projecting an appearance (ākāra) into awareness.”34

Although Dharmakīrti is guided, then, by the intuitively plausible thought that perception is uniquely constrained by real existents, to conclude that perception is therefore foundational for the objectivity of knowledge is to introduce a surprisingly strong dependence on the subjective; for what is finally caused by the world’s impingements upon our sensory capacities is mental representations. This, then, is why Donald Davidson can—counterintuitively, it may seem to those who are impressed by the considerations that recommend typically empiricist accounts of the objectivity of knowledge—reasonably characterize empiricism as precisely “the view that the subjective (‘experience’) is the foundation of objective empirical knowledge” (1988, 46). Something like Davidson’s point is advanced by some of the standard Indian doxographical characterizations of Dharmakīrti’s Sautrāntika perspective, which was (like the Yogācāra perspective he finally held) taken by subsequent Indian philosophers as a paradigm case of sākāravāda. This names the doctrine that cognition represents the world “with appearances” (particularly as opposed to the nirākāravāda position that could be characterized as direct realism);35 it would not be misleading, then, to characterize sākāravāda as referring to epistemological representationalism. In the same vein, Dharmakīrti’s “Sautrāntika” perspective was often characterized (as, e.g., in the Sarvadarśanasaṃgraha of Mādhava, c. fourteenth century) as the view that the reality of external objects can only be inferred (bāhyārthānumeyavāda); Dharmakīrti’s is, on this way of representing his project, a view of external reality’s “being inferable from appearance” (ākāreṇa tasyârthasyânumeyatā).36

In this as in many respects, Dharmakīrti’s account is strikingly similar to the empiricism of John Locke, who also took our knowledge of the external character of the constraints on knowledge to be finally inferential. For Locke, “there can be nothing more certain, than that the Idea we receive from an external Object is in our Minds”—despite which, he said, we are entitled to claim knowledge “of the existence of particular external Objects, by that perception and Consciousness we have of the actual entrance of Ideas from them” (1689, 537–538). What warrants this, for Locke as for Dharmakīrti, is an inference to the effect that these “Ideas” must be caused by something; “ ’Tis therefore the actual receiving of Ideas from without, that gives us notice of the Existence of other Things, and makes us know, that something doth exist at that time without us, which causes that Idea in us” (630).

In addition to its thus dovetailing with some classically empiricist intuitions, though, Dharmakīrti’s account can also be seen as recommended by some specifically Buddhist considerations. For just as an emphasis on causal descriptions of experience can be thought particularly to advance the case for selflessness, so, too, the idea that it is specifically subjective things that can be so described fits well with central Buddhist commitments. These can be taken to center on the role of karma in the Buddhist worldview. For Buddhists, it is the karma (“action”) of sentient beings that finally explains everything about our situation—that explains, indeed, everything that a theist typically means to explain by invoking God as creator of the world. As Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakośa puts this point, “the manifoldness of the world is produced by the karma of sentient beings.” The same text then immediately proceeds to say that karma essentially consists in cetanā—a word often rendered as “intention” but perhaps better rendered as thought (it denotes, at any rate, something constitutively mental).37 The intuitively plausible point here is that action, at least insofar as it is ethically significant, is intentional—what can, that is, be cultivated by Buddhist practice is finally the mental dispositions that inform sentient activity. Insofar, then, as karma is thus enlisted to explain the constitution of our experience of the world (and, indeed, that of the world itself),38 what is invoked is above all something mental.39 The connection, then, between causal description and the subjective is part of the deep grammar of the Buddhist tradition; it is, at the end of the day, particularly mental events that Buddhist philosophers like Dharmakīrti would have us understand in causal terms.

While the broadly empiricist intuitions that would equate objectivity with causal constraint should not, to be sure, be taken to entail a dualist account of the person, we have seen that Dharmakīrti’s intuitively plausible idea of perception as a privileged point of contact with the world—as, indeed, the point at which our cognitive relation to the world is causally constrained by the world—can be elaborated in ways that are surely congenial to the view that there is something irreducibly mental in play in cognition. Thus, this kind of account can reasonably be thought to require reference to such constitutively mental items as “representations” or “phenomenal content” (ākāra, pratibhāsa), which are themselves the immediate effects of our causally describable encounters with what there is. Let us now see what it looks like when Dharmakīrti argues that whatever finally causes such mental items, they cannot be thought reducible to the body.

“COMPASSION IS THE PROOF”: DHARMAKĪRTI’S ARGUMENTS FOR DUALISM

As noted above, the context for Dharmakīrti’s arguments for rebirth involves a case for characterizing the Buddha as pramāṇabhūta—a case for the view that the Buddha is somehow paradigmatically authoritative and that we are therefore entitled to the beliefs that go with commitment to the Buddhist path. The basis for Dharmakīrti’s case is the thought that the Buddha exemplified a fathomlessly profound degree of compassion; as Dharmakīrti says in verse 34 of the pramāṇasiddhi chapter (which verse begins his case for rebirth), “the proof (sādhanam) is compassion.”40 In other words, the Buddha evinced such remarkable compassion that this can be taken as the basis for an inference to the Buddha’s uniquely comprehensive insight.41 That this thought should occasion the elaboration, in the remainder of the chapter, of a comprehensive defense of a Buddhist worldview nicely exemplifies, I think, what it is to do philosophy. What Dharmakīrti effectively does, in the remainder of the chapter, is systematically consider what else must be true for this thought to make sense—and to think philosophically about one’s commitments just is to reflect carefully on what else one is committed to in virtue of believing anything. This characterization of philosophy makes sense of the thought (familiar from philosophers of hermeneutics) that there is in all meaningful statements a “surplus of meaning”; for the purport of any thought is always vastly exceeded by the innumerable states of affairs that would be entailed by its truth.

What else, then, must be the case for it to be true that the Buddha exemplified such an astonishing degree of compassion? For Dharmakīrti, the first point to be made here is that thought (buddhi) cannot depend upon the body. Thus, in the same verse in which he asserts that the Buddha’s compassion warrants an inference to the Buddha’s authority, Dharmakīrti avers that this compassion is based on disciplined “repetition” (abhyāsa) of spiritual practice—repetition, that is, over the course of innumerable lifetimes. This occasions the objection—generally attributed to a physicalist of the “Cārvāka” school,42 and anticipated in the same verse—that this supposition is unwarranted “because of thought’s dependence upon the body.” The objection is that the death of the body terminates (insofar as the body is a necessary and sufficient condition of) the mental events that alone can be thought to motivate the alleged “repetition.” Dharmakīrti completes this verse (and introduces the ensuing critique of physicalism) by saying that this objection to his demonstration of the Buddha’s authority can be put aside “based on a refutation of [thought’s] dependence [on the body].”43

While the ensuing refutation of physicalism is elaborated over the course of many tens of verses, most of what is significant about Dharmakīrti’s characteristic position is actually stated in the next verse-and-a-quarter. Here, Dharmakīrti says: “It is not the case that inhalation, exhalation, sensation, and thought arise, independently of [causes] of the same kind, from the body alone, since there are absurd consequences given the assumption of such arising.”44 A great deal of the argument that follows consists in elaborating the various unwanted consequences of taking sentient phenomena to arise only in dependence upon the body; most of what we need to know in this regard is expressed here in the reference to causes “of the same kind” (sajāti).45 His main point will be that sentient phenomena must have among their causes events that are themselves sentient; events, more generally, must have ontologically homogeneous causes. The straightforward claim is thus that the events constituting the physical body are ontologically distinct from those that cause mental events.

In play in Dharmakīrti’s assertion here is, among other things, a standard-issue Buddhist analysis of the causal conditions of any moment of awareness. The idea, commonly elaborated in the Abhidharma literature, is that among the causes of any cognition is an immediately preceding moment of awareness—a samanantarapratyaya, as this is called. On a standard Ābhidharmika list of the conditions producing any moment of awareness, this “immediately preceding moment” of the same kind is one among four causal conditions. Thus, the causes of (say) a moment of ocular awareness include (1) a properly functioning visual sense faculty (this represents the “predominant condition,” or adhipatipratyaya); (2) the object seen, reckoned as itself a cause of the awareness (the “condition which is an intentional object,” or ālambanapratyaya, whose problematic status was discussed above); (3) the samanantarapratyaya, or immediately preceding moment of the same kind of awareness; and (4) the hetupratyaya, which is something of a catch-all category, comprising a collection of other relevant causal conditions.46

There is much to be said about the characteristically Buddhist commitments that motivate this picture and about what might be taken to recommend the view that a preceding moment of the same type must thus be among the causes of any moment of awareness; surely it could be said, at least, that this is among the categories posited by Buddhists to try to account for continuity in the context of what is basically a causal-reductionist project.47 In his Nyāyabindu, Dharmakīrti invokes (and effectively defines) the samanantarapratyaya in connection with an interesting discussion of the vexed category of “mental perception” (mānasapratyakṣa), which is one of four kinds of supposedly immediate and nonconceptual awareness standardly counted by Dharmakīrti and his followers as examples of “perception” (pratyakṣa).48 While the particulars of that debate need not detain us here, it’s interesting to note that the verse in which Dharmakīrti is thus taken to define mānasapratyakṣa does not, in fact, use the latter word at all; rather, he here speaks instead of manovijñāna, or “mental awareness”—this as contra indriyavijñāna, or “sensory awareness.” This notion is of sufficient importance that it’s worth lingering for a moment on it.

Indian Buddhists shared with many other Indian philosophers the view that the sense faculties should actually be reckoned as six: the five familiar senses plus the “mental” (manas) sense faculty. The five familiar sense faculties, understood as based in material sense organs—they are typically distinguished by Buddhists as the rūpīndriya, “form-possessing” senses—have as their respective objects the same things we would expect: the ocular sense faculty apprehends color and shape, the auditory faculty apprehends sound, etc. The object of the “mental” sense faculty is the outputs of the other five. Thus, the five sense faculties whose respective organs are physical are understood, on this model, as something like simple transducers; contact between any of these and its proper objects generates a “signal” that can then be the direct object of a “mental awareness” (manovijñāna), which represents the cognitively contentful part of the process.

The details of this picture are, I think, somewhat obscured by the fact that the “signals” produced by each of the five bodily senses are themselves styled vijñāna, “awareness” or “cognition.” The point in talking of fully six kinds of vijñāna, though, seems to be simply that what each of the material sense faculties generates is something ontologically of the kind that could itself be the content that is internally related to (as the direct object of) cognition, as such; but it is only when there is further produced an instance of manovijñāna (“mental awareness”) that any “cognition” worth the name can really be said to have occurred. The role of the mental as a discrete faculty that thus synthesizes the outputs of the senses already stands in contrast to the views of contemporary physicalists; the “mental sense faculty” here envisioned seems, for example, rather like the idea that Daniel Dennett has disparaged as that of a “Cartesian theater”—the idea, that is, of a central spectator that takes in all of the various goings-on that underlie consciousness (and that only when this happens is there any consciousness).49 To be sure, the Buddhist manovijñāna is imagined as a series of momentary events and not (as reference to a Cartesian metaphor might be taken to suggest) as a substance; nevertheless, this is clearly the idea that there is one kind of mental event whose function is somehow to be “about” the contributions made by all the other factors.

Here, in any case, is how Dharmakīrti (at Nyāyabindu 1.9) deploys the concept of manovijñāna together with that of samanantarapratyaya: “That is mental cognition (manovijñāna) which is produced by the immediately preceding causal condition (samanantarapratyaya), which in turn is a sensory cognition (indriyajñāna) whose support is the immediately antecedent object which is its proper object.”50 Dharmakīrti thus says that a “mental cognition” has as its object a “sensory cognition” (indriyajñāna); the latter in turn represents some instance of whatever kind of object is proper to the sense capacity in question. The “object” of the sensory capacity is finally known, then, only by the mental cognition (manovijñāna) and only as represented by the “signal” generated by the material sensory capacity, which is what presents itself to the mental cognition. On this account, then, there can only be said to be any cognitive content to the extent to that there occurs a moment of manovijñāna.

The commentator Dharmottara thus unpacks the lengthy compound that figures in Dharmakīrti’s concise statement:


The proper (sva-) object of sensory cognition, i.e., its own; the immediate successor (anantara) of that, i.e., [a successor that] doesn’t have any interval. “Antaram” is said [to mean both] interval (vyavadhāna) and distinction (viśeṣa); and because of that, when “antara” is negated,51 it is understood that the object of a sensory cognition has an appropriated moment, of the same type, which is arisen from a second moment. And that being the case, the moment that is subsequent to the moment of the object of the sensory cognition is grasped as included within a single continuum (santāna). That sensory cognition whose cooperating condition is that [i.e., this second moment of the same type] is so called.52



Among the conceptually significant points in this rather prolix gloss is that the categories here in play are meant to explain how it is that the various outputs of the sensory “transducers” (as I have characterized them) are “grasped as included within a single continuum” (ekasantānāntarbhūto gṛhītaḥ); that is, only to the extent that the various sensory output “signals” are, as it were, received by the mental sense can there seem to be a single stream of consciousness.

Returning, finally, to the pramāṇasiddhi chapter’s case for rebirth: Dharmakīrti’s point that the various phenomena of sentience can only arise from causes “of the same kind” (sajāti) dovetails with the foregoing picture, according to which it is by “mental awareness” (manovijñāna) that the outputs of the senses are finally cognized; awareness, then, is preceded by moments ontologically of the same kind at least insofar as the direct objects of manovijñāna are themselves other events of the type “vijñāna.” Dharmakīrti can deploy this account to argue that awareness of sensory information is dependent upon thought—upon, that is, the manovijñāna—and not the other way around. Thus, he says in verse 39 of the pramāṇasiddhi chapter: “Even when there is damage of each of the sense faculties, there is not of mental cognition; but when there is destruction of the latter, destruction of the sense faculties is observed.”53 Manorathanandin concludes, in commenting on this, that “thought (buddhi) therefore is not dependent on those.”54 Dharmakīrti’s point, it seems, is that one can have occurrent cognitions in the absence of any (or even all) of the five bodily sense faculties but not in the absence of the mental sense faculty. It is, in other words, intelligible that there be mental content without sensory input; the “unreceived” transmission of physical-sensory signals, in contrast, would not by itself constitute any awareness at all. To the extent that this asymmetry obtains, then, it is the mental that should be understood as conceptually basic.55 (It has been noted with regard to the foregoing argument that Dharmakīrti, like other premodern thinkers, did not have available to him the idea that something physical other than the apparatus of the five senses—viz., the brain—might be invariably concomitant with awareness.)56

A few verses later, Dharmakīrti considers one of the problems that can be thought to arise for a proponent of the foregoing picture: if the mental faculty is thus independent of the various faculties of the body (of “material” senses), then why is cognition an invariably embodied phenomenon? How can it be denied that cognition depends on the body yet explained that we only see cognition exemplified in embodied beings? This is a familiar problem for dualists: to the extent that one insists on there being two irreducibly distinct kinds of things, it becomes difficult to explain how they can interact. Dharmakīrti’s answer: “These occur together because there is no difference in their cause”—in the same way, he rather obscurely explains, that the various sense faculties of a single person are independent of one another, respectively yielding knowledge of properties of objects (color, taste, etc.) that too are independent of one another.57 The point of the example, Eli Franco explains, is that the “sight and hearing of the same person or color and flavour of the same object always subsist together without being each other’s cause” (1997, 119).58 There must, then, be something else that should be reckoned as causing all of these things.

Franco adds that while “Dharmakīrti leaves the cause unspecified… all the commentaries identify it as karman” (1997, 119).59 So, for example, Manorathanandin: “But if the body is not the basis [of thought], how is it they occur together? Dharmakīrti says, ‘Because of the nondifference of their cause,’ which [cause] is known as karma.”60 The karma of sentient beings, that is, creates (their experience of)61 a world in which thought interacts with bodies. But karma, we have seen, is itself finally something mental (viz., cetanā); indeed, the commentator Prajñākaragupta explicitly invokes the traditional equivalence we noted from Vasubandhu, saying (in connection with verse 37 of our text) that “it is only karma, defined as thought (cetanā), which remains pre-eminent [as explaining the diversity of life].”62 Dharmakīrti’s answer to the dualist’s problem of mind-body interaction—at least as that answer is unanimously understood by his commentators—gain has the effect of making the mental explanatorily basic.

Much of the balance of Dharmakīrti’s case for rebirth then centers on developing the absurd consequences that, on his reading, would follow from holding, contrariwise, that thought does depend on the body. These generally boil down to a problem that the commentators note right at the beginning, in regard to Dharmakīrti’s opening contention that “there are absurd consequences” given the assumption that thought arises from the body. Thus, with regard to Dharmakīrti’s initial statement (in verse 36a) to this effect, the commentator Manorathanandin anticipates a line of thought that recurs throughout the ensuing discussion: “If one assumes that respiration and so forth arise only from the material elements, then these [sentient phenomena] could arise from anything; hence, the whole world would consist of sentient beings—and that isn’t the case. Therefore, there is the arising of the senses and so forth from the body only insofar as those are dependent upon previous [causes] of the same kind.”63 If, in other words, it were held that material elements could produce thought, then there would be no principled way to explain why only some arrangements of the elements do so; one would have to suppose that anything at all could give rise to awareness.

It is fitting, given the recurrence of conceptually similar arguments, that Manorathanandin’s comment on the initial statement of this argument represents it as effectively completing Dharmakīrti’s case for the possibility of rebirth; “hence,” he says, “there is proof of connection with previous births” (iti pūrvajanmapratibandhasiddhiḥ).64 The same idea—that there would be no principled way to distinguish any other arrangement of material elements from a living being if sentience depended upon the body—is in play when Dharmakīrti argues (at verse 51) that death itself would not make sense given the body’s being a necessary and sufficient cause of life. As Dharmakīrti here says, “There is the unwanted consequence of thought’s noncessation while the body, [even though dead, yet] abides.” Manorathanandin explains that this is “because of the impossibility of the failure of an intact (avikala) cause, i.e., of that whose cause is the body alone, independent of [causes] of its own kind; because of that, as long as the cause obtains”—as long, that is, as a body is present—“there would be no death.”65 It cannot, that is, be the body itself that produces awareness, since the material elements do not by themselves suffice to distinguish a live body from a dead one; a material body is, after all, still present after death. This fact—that, in one contemporary philosopher’s words, “the stuff out of which we’re made survives us even though it seems identical to us while we’re alive”66—remains, some still hold, a powerful objection to some accounts of what we are.

Among the things that do distinguish live from dead bodies is the occurrence of respiration; hence, the foregoing point gives rise to the question of whether respiration, like the senses, depends on thought, or vice versa. Against the interlocutor’s comment that respiration continues during sleep (when, presumably, consciousness is not present), Dharmakīrti ventures the (not very promising) argument that respiration must result from conscious effort; otherwise, he suggests, awareness would wax and wane as the rate of respiration does: “How could there be exhalation and inhalation of air without effort?” (Manorathanandin explains that “effort” here is buddhilakṣaṇa, “characterized by thought.”) “There would,” Dharmakīrti continues, “obtain a decrease and increase [of cognition] because of the decrease and increase of these two.”67 This is, Manorathanandin explains, because the characteristics of an effect tend to correspond to the characteristics of its cause (kāraṇaviśeṣānukāritvāt kāryaviśeṣasya); thought that depended on respiration (rather than conversely) would thus have the same characteristics (viz., rising and falling) that obtain with respect to respiration.

It is perhaps tempting here to join Richard Hayes in regarding this argument as an example of Dharmakīrti’s “philosophical playfulness” (1993, 121–122). I think, however, that Eli Franco is probably right to suggest that “the same argument is repeated too often to be a joke, and it is, in fact, one of the cornerstones in Dharmakīrti’s doctrine of determination of a causal relationship” (1997, 237). To the extent that is right, perhaps the main thing the argument shows is the limits of the kind of causal argument Dharmakīrti is most concerned to advance. Be that as it may, Dharmakīrti clearly presses the point; thus, the foregoing argument makes it necessary for Dharmakīrti to explain what causes respiration during the kind of deep sleep in which conscious effort is clearly not in play—and, as well, why the first moment of cognition upon waking from deep sleep should not be taken as an example of a cognition caused by the bodily factors (such as respiration) that continue during sleep. While the argument here is, again, not very promising as an account of the supposedly deliberate character of respiration, it usefully illustrates what is perhaps the most difficult problem for the whole approach that takes moments of cognition invariably to have previous moments of cognition among their causes.

It seems, then, that some key Buddhist commitments must here be salvaged by an appeal to something like remote causation—to, that is, a remotely preceding cognition as causing the first moment of waking cognition. Here is how the commentator Prajñākaragupta (explicating verses 56 and 57) puts the point: “Neither the body nor inhaling, etc., are the cause of cognition [after dreamless sleep]; only the cognition previous [to dreamless sleep] is the cause (pūrvakam eva vijñānaṃ kāraṇaṃ).” This move is defensible, he argues, insofar as there would otherwise obtain the same kinds of absurd consequences, noted in regard to the case of death, that were taken to follow from supposing material factors could account for sentience; thus, Prajñākaragupta immediately adds that “if that [previous cognition] had arisen from the body, then the inadmissible consequence would follow that [the cognition] would not cease [as long as the body lasts].”68 The appeal to a temporally remote cognition as the cause of cognition-upon-waking can thus be motivated, then, by a desire again to foreclose the unwanted conclusion that, as Manorathanandin said at the outset, sentience “could arise from anything.” Expressing the same line of thought in commenting on a later verse, Prajñākaragupta says: “The cognition [after awakening], depending upon a previous trace (saṃskāra), arises from a [preceding] cognition, even though separated [from it in time] (vyavahita). There is no interruption [of the causal efficacy] of this [preceding cognition] by the [intervening] sleep.”69

In order to salvage the idea that cognitions must always have previous cognitions among their causes, Dharmakīrti must thus hold that any cognition that is immediately preceded by an absence of consciousness is somehow caused by the last cognition to precede the loss of consciousness.70 It could reasonably be objected, I think, that this compromises precisely the intuition behind the Buddhist appeal (noted at the beginning of our survey of Dharmakīrti’s arguments) to the “immediately preceding moment of awareness” (samanantarapratyaya)—that this shows, in other words, how difficult it is to defend a reductionist account that (as Dharmakīrti arguably does) takes mental events to be explicable entirely in terms of efficient, local causation. Once it is granted, however, that the apparent interruption of awareness by sleep is not an impediment to the view that cognitions always result from preceding cognitions, the way is cleared for the point Dharmakīrti has all along been trying to make here.

Whatever problems there are for an account that thus invokes the possibility of remote causation, then, are not incidental to Dharmakīrti’s position here; for the discussion of the case of deep sleep crucially advances the case for rebirth, which is what Dharmakīrti has all along been aiming for. “Indeed,” Prajñākaragupta thus continues the foregoing passage by adding, “sleep is not able to impede the causing of awareness; since we see the arising [of cognition] even from a cognition that has been interrupted [by sleep], there is no ascertainment of a distinction, with regard to interruption, between death and sleep.”71 If, that is, unconsciousness during sleep cannot be thought to prevent the continued causal efficacy of conscious events, neither can a body’s loss of consciousness at death. Thus, the conclusion: “At the beginning of birth and when awakening [from dreamless sleep], cognition is experienced only as following a previous trace.”72

The arguments canvassed here are finally meant to show, then, that what we take to be the first moment of a newborn baby’s awareness is really like the initial awareness one has upon waking from deep sleep; just as the cognitive emergence from sleep is caused by a preceding cognition (albeit, one that itself precedes an intervening period without consciousness), so, too, the “first” awareness of a baby is really not primary at all—rather, it must, for just the reasons considered here, have among its causes the last moment of awareness in what is conventionally called a “previous life.” This, finally, is why it’s reasonable to think the Buddha’s compassion could have been cultivated over the course of innumerable lifetimes.

WHAT KIND OF ARGUMENT IS THIS? ON THE CAUSES OF COGNITION, AND THE REST OF THIS BOOK

Dharmakīrti’s case for the status of the Buddha as “pramāṇabhūta”—a status that presupposes, on his account, the possibility of rebirth—thus comprises a series of arguments meant to show that mental events cannot be thought to depend on physical events. While Dharmakīrti will eventually make clear that it is really a case for idealism that he is finally most concerned to advance, he obviously means here at least to argue for the irreducibly mental character of certain events. It must be appreciated, then, that a distinctly dualist account of the mind-body relation is not incompatible with the broadly reductionist account of the person that Dharmakīrti, as a Buddhist proponent of the cardinal doctrine of “selflessness” (anātmavāda), is chiefly concerned to defend; one can, that is, argue that “persons” are individuated only by causal continuity (and not by anything like enduring substances), even while arguing that mental events are of an ontologically different kind than physical events. Thus, Dharmakīrti clearly argues for an epistemology that privileges perception especially insofar as it is causally describable (an epistemology that recommends the conclusion that only our episodic cognitions are real and that they do not inhere in anything inferable as over and above these)—while yet arguing that the causes of specifically mental events must themselves be ontologically of the same, distinctive kind. The Buddhist doctrine of selflessness is not, we can therefore say, incompatible with the kind of vitalism that Dharmakīrti has effectively developed in arguing for rebirth.73

If this combination of commitments raises questions about what could finally cause those mental items (ākāras, pratibhāsas) that figure in Dharmakīrti’s representationalist account of perception, surely that is because these are just the kinds of questions Dharmakīrti finally means to press. When we consider (in chapter 5) his arguments to the effect that the foundational kind of perception is finally svasaṃvitti, or “self-awareness,” we will appreciate why it is useful for him to have exploited the broadly empiricist intuitions according to which it is both the case that only particulars are real, and (with Donald Davidson) that “the subjective (‘experience’) is the foundation of objective empirical knowledge.” For now, though, I want to conclude our present engagement with Dharmakīrti’s thought by trying to characterize the kind of arguments against physicalism that he has made here—and by appreciating, as well, what our characterization may tell us about the kinds of arguments he does not make.

Recently elaborated arguments against physicalism have typically centered on one or both of two approaches: one (such as will be developed in chapter 3) based on the irreducibility of intentionality and propositional attitudes, the other based on the ineliminable character of phenomenal “qualia.” The former approach, we will see, emphasizes reasoning itself as the “intentional” phenomenon par excellence and presses the points that reasoning can neither be reduced to causal terms, nor (as some would conclude from that fact) finally eliminated from an account of what we are like. The appeal to phenomenal “qualia,” in contrast, takes it that the constitutively subjective character of any experience—what it is like, for the subject, to have that experience—is invariably additional to any of the objectively describable factors that might be adduced, from a third-person perspective, as explaining that; simply in virtue of being the subject of an experience, one “knows” something about it (namely, what it is phenomenally like) that is necessarily additional to anything that can be said about it objectively.

It seems clear that if either of these is the kind of approach exemplified by Dharmakīrti’s case for rebirth, it would have to be the latter; we have seen, surely, that there is an emphasis, in his account of perception, on phenomenological considerations (such as that perceptual cognitions are characterized by their phenomenally vivid content), and on the constitutively “phenomenal” representations (ākāras, pratibhāsa) that are caused by perceptual encounters with the world. It does not seem right, though, to say that Dharmakīrti particularly emphasizes—or even that he notes—the peculiarly subjective character of these; he is not, I think, finally interested in the idea that such mental items are characterized by their being “had” from some perspective. Indeed, we will see that the constitutively perspectival character of experience—its representing, that is, a subjective “point of view” on the world—is arguably chief among the things that Dharmakīrti, in his capacity as a proponent of Yogācāra, finally means to deny. This is (to simplify what is an elusively complex matter at the heart of Buddhist philosophy) because what finally exists, for Dharmakīrti, is events that are somehow at once mental and impersonal. To argue that the irreducibly mental character of experience consists in the subjective what-it-is-like-ness that proponents of “qualia” identify would be, from this point of view (if we can say as much!), to exploit what Dharmakīrti finally thinks is a merely apparent fact about experience.

It is clear, rather, that Dharmakīrti’s arguments for rebirth press a case for a strongly ontological sort of dualism—his is not, in other words, simply a “dual-aspect” view such as we might take to be recommended by the broadly Kantian line of argument to be developed in chapter 3. But it is not at all clear that his arguments for such a view reflect any of the strategies typically deployed by contemporary critics of physicalism—which is, of course, just the point of departure for this book; what is perhaps most notable about Dharmakīrti’s arguments against physicalism, I am proposing, is the extent to which they finally depend on precisely the kinds of presuppositions that most significantly characterize physicalism, too. This is reflected, I said in beginning this chapter, in the aptness of John Taber’s characterization of Dharmakīrti’s critique of physicalism as centering on the question: “what causes a cognition?”

We can appreciate something of the significance of this characterization by attending to two more passages from the pramāṇasiddhi chapter’s case for rebirth—passages that are revealing with regard both to the nature and the limitations of Dharmakīrti’s characteristic approach. Let us start with verse 36, pādas b–d. It was noted above that verses 34–36a effectively encapsulate Dharmakīrti’s whole argument for rebirth and that the commentator Manorathanandin accordingly concluded that “hence, there is proof of connection with previous births” (iti pūrvajanmapratibandhasiddhiḥ).74 It is not insignificant that Manorathanandin thus represents the argument up to that point as demonstrating the reality only of previous lives; according to Eli Franco, Dharmakīrti’s commentators are unanimous in then taking the remainder of verse 36 as instead concerned to establish the reality, as well, of future lives.75 I must confess that it’s not altogether clear to me how this and the next verse can be taken to effect this shift in a prospective direction; I take some comfort, though, in the fact that it seems not to have been entirely clear to Dharmakīrti’s commentators either. Indeed, the lack of clarity here may be a testament to the difficulty of this particular case, given Dharmakīrti’s characteristic commitments.76 For our purposes, it will be enough to appreciate why this is a problem for Dharmakīrti.

Eli Franco rightly notes, in this regard, that “the inference of future life cannot be based on a kāryahetu and, therefore, must rely on a svabhāvahetu” (1997, 109). Franco thus invokes the two main kinds of inferential reasons standardly admitted by Dharmakīrti and his philosophical fellow travelers—these corresponding, for Dharmakīrti, to the only two kinds of relations that can be thought to obtain between any two things. Thus, two things—smoke and fire are a standard example—can stand in a causal relation (the relation of tadutpatti, or “arising from that”) or in the kind of conceptual relation that obtains, on a standard example, between being an oak and being a tree, which Dharmakīrti characterizes as an “identity” (tādātmya) relation. Accordingly, one can perform an inference whose reason is an effect (such an inference is thus said to involve a kāryahetu, “a reason which is an effect”), from which one infers the presence of an unseen cause—as when one infers from the sight of smoke that there must be a fire; or one can perform an inference whose reason is the nature of the things involved (such an inference is said to involve a svabhāvahetu), as when one infers that something must be a tree insofar as it is an oak.

There is much to be said particularly about the latter case, which raises such questions as whether Dharmakīrti can reasonably think of it as involving a relation of identity, even though there is an asymmetry that makes the inference work in one direction but not in the other (for not all trees are oaks).77 It is clear, in any case, that the inferences in Dharmakīrti’s arguments for rebirth generally involve reasons that are effects; he would have us infer, that is, that simply insofar as any present moment of awareness obtains, there must always already have been a preceding such moment as its cause, on pain of accepting the problematic consequences that he thinks are entailed by assuming otherwise. The point to be made for the time being is just that, whether or not the arguments here considered are promising, it’s hard to see how Dharmakīrti can, in light of his commitments, offer any other kind of argument.

This is because conceptual relations, by his own account, cannot give us knowledge of existential facts; whatever we might say about the kind of “nature” (svabhāva) that is involved, for Dharmakīrti, in the “identity” relation—and we will see in chapter 4 that he finally gives a basically causal account even of this relation—facts about concepts remain essentially nominal for Dharmakīrti and therefore cannot warrant any conclusions about anything to do with what is really existent (about what is, in Dharmakīrti’s Buddhist idiom, paramārthasat). This is, among other things, to say that Dharmakīrti does not have available to him anything like metaphysical arguments. While there are many philosophers who would conclude that that is so much the better for Dharmakīrti, it means at least that he can, despite the evident desire of his commentators to see something more in verses 36–37, only reason inductively about the reality of rebirth. To the extent, however, that some of the centrally contested questions in philosophy of mind have to do (as I said in the introduction) with whether basic issues in philosophy of mind are finally empirical or whether instead they are somehow metaphysical or transcendental, the difficulty of Dharmakīrti’s making the case the commentators want to see him making in verses 36–37 may reflect a significant blind spot.

The other passage that I find instructive regarding the nature and limits of Dharmakīrti’s characteristic mode of argument comes when he clarifies that talk of thought’s dependence on this or that—as he puts it in verse 34, thought’s āśraya78—is really talk of the causes of thought. Trying to explain, then, that thought’s always occurring with a body cannot be taken to show that the latter is a cause of thought, Dharmakīrti says in verse 49: “That is a cause whose presence (sattā) assists [in realizing the effect in question], due to its always being connected to that effect.” Of the remainder of this verse, Eli Franco comments: “In a rather abrupt manner Dharmakīrti adds that it was with this kind of cause in mind that the Buddha used the locative and the ablative cases in the two formulations of pratītyasamutpāda (i.e., asmin sati, idaṃ bhavati and asyotpādād idam utpadyate).”79 Franco thus follows Dharmakīrti’s commentators in seeing a reference by Dharmakīrti to two canonical formulations of the standard Buddhist claim that things—preeminently, of course, moments of experience—arise only in dependence upon other things. One such formulation involves a locative absolute construction: “when this exists (asmin sati), that arises (idaṃ bhavati)”; the other involves a use of the ablative case: “because of the arising (utpādāt) of this, that is arisen.”

Manorathanandin takes Dharmakīrti’s point to be that only when something like either of these expressions can properly be used can we be confident in having identified a thing’s cause; thus, “it’s not just the ‘auxiliary factors’ (upakāraka) that [can be said to be the] āśraya [of anything]; rather, it is the producer (nirvartaka). So, [Dharmakīrti] says, ‘That whose existence assists the thing to be produced—that is a cause, only that (sa eva) is the āśraya.’ ”80 These canonically Buddhist conditions for the identification of anything as a cause amount, in effect, to the same conditions that are referred to, in various contexts within the Sanskritic world of discourse, as anvaya and vyatireka. In the context of Indian logic, for example, these are often translated as something like (respectively) “positive and negative concomitance.” In that context, these terms pick out (again, respectively) the facts that, (a), every instance of some inferential reason is known to occur with the thing inferred therefrom—wherever, e.g., there’s smoke, there’s fire; and, (b), that there is no known case of the reason’s occurring where the thing to be inferred is not also present.81 Similarly, in the context of discussions among Indian grammarians, anvaya and vyatireka pick out the conditions for learning the proper use of a word: one first learns what, say, “cow” refers to by hearing the word uttered in the presence of some particular ruminants (anvaya) and not when such things are not somehow present (vyatireka).82

So, too, Dharmakīrti, with his invocation of two standard Buddhist formulations of pratītyasamutpāda, now says nothing more than that something counts as a cause of X just in case, (a), it is invariably present prior to the emergence of X, and, (b), its absence corresponds to the failure of X to occur. Indeed, Dharmakīrti explicitly invokes the anvaya and vyatireka conditions in the passage from the Pramāṇaviniścaya with which we began our consideration, in the first section of this chapter, of Dharmakīrti’s causal account of perception. There, I translated him as saying that “that is perceptible which causes the content of awareness to track its own presence and absence”—thus rendering “anvaya-vyatirekāv ātmano ’nukārayati.”83 That a perceptible object, then, causes the perceptual cognition thereof is finally clear, for Dharmakīrti, simply from the fact that a phenomenologically vivid cognition occurs when such an object is present and does not occur when such an object is absent.84

There are many things that might be asked with regard to this idea—whether, for example, it is begging the question thus to invoke the actual presence or absence of a causally efficacious particular based only on the phenomenological character of the cognition thereof. The main point I want to note for now, though, is that Dharmakīrti’s understanding here amounts to what G. F. Schueler—in the context of considering (what will much concern us in this book) whether reasons should really be understood as causes—has characterized as a “promissory note” understanding of causation.85 That is, the anvaya and vyatireka conditions for the identification of anything as a cause do not tell us anything at all about what kind of relation “causation” finally is; to discover that these conditions obtain is not, ipso facto, to discover the causing that is itself supposed to be picked out by these.86 To say as much, of course, is in effect to make a characteristically Humean point about causation; as Hume said in this regard, “When I cast my eye on the known qualities of objects, I immediately discover that the relation of cause and effect depends not in the least on them. When I consider their relations, I can find none but those of contiguity and succession” (1739, 77).

This familiar critique does not, to be sure, spell doom for all projects that invoke causation; Hume, for one, certainly did not conclude from his observation that we should therefore jettison the category. To the extent, however, that causal explanation is taken (as by Dharmakīrti) to have a peculiarly privileged status—for Dharmakīrti, recall, only causal relations among causally efficacious particulars are finally real—it is reasonable to think we are owed something more of an account than is on offer in the standard Buddhist formulations of pratītyasamutpāda to which we have now seen Dharmakīrti allude. I think, then, that there is a real question whether Dharmakīrti’s conception of causal relations can finally bear the weight these are asked to carry in his philosophical project. We will see in chapter 6 that Dharmakīrti himself was not unmindful of the limits of appeals to causation—but we will also have seen, by then, that such appeals are doing enough work for him that his acknowledgment may be hollow. In particular, I will argue in this regard that much of what Dharmakīrti says, perhaps especially in elaborating the apoha doctrine—which, on my reading, amounts to a peculiarly causal account of conceptual mental content—depends on his supposing specifically that only efficient causation is finally real; this is, indeed, why it makes sense that his apoha doctrine should be finally grounded (as we will see in chapter 5) in his account of svasaṃvitti, or “self-awareness.”

In the next chapter, we will see that some contemporary physicalists, too, have supposed that everything about the mental must similarly be explicable in terms of the kinds of efficient-causal relations that, on Jerry Fodor’s account, recommend our adopting a position of “methodological solipsism.” Before turning to that, however, let us briefly consolidate our findings here. We have seen something of Dharmakīrti’s characteristic epistemological intuitions, which I have characterized as generally empiricist; in particular, we have seen something of his characteristically causal account of perceptual cognition. We have seen as well that such an account involves, for Dharmakīrti, significant reference to the phenomenological vividness of perceptual awareness as well as to the constitutively mental representations (ākāras, pratibhāsas) that he takes to be produced by our causally describable encounters with the world. And we have seen, finally, a striking defense of a clearly dualist account of the mind-body relation (or at least, an account of the irreducibility of mental events to physical events)—one, it seems, according to which precisely such events as Dharmakīrti’s mental representations cannot, in the end, be thought reducible to the physical events that constitute the body.

It is unmistakably clear from this defense of the possibility of rebirth that Dharmakīrti is emphatically not a physicalist; it seems, to that extent, that he would likely have no truck with those cognitive-scientific philosophers of mind for whom questions of the mental are finally to be understood as questions about the brain. But I have tried to suggest, as well, that Dharmakīrti’s defense of rebirth is as striking for the kinds of arguments that are not available to him as it is for the arguments he does make. In particular, Dharmakīrti’s overriding concern to argue entirely from consideration of the causes of cognition means he not only cannot make arguments that press the case for the mental’s involving something other than causal relations, but also that he may be vulnerable to such arguments himself. To that extent—and notwithstanding his unmistakably strong critique of physicalism—Dharmakīrti’s philosophical project may in the end share precisely the presuppositions that most significantly and problematically characterize physicalism. Like contemporary physicalist philosophers of mind, Dharmakīrti can be understood as finally concerned to “naturalize” the intentionality of the mental; arguments to the effect that that is a problematic undertaking will cut, then, as much against him as against physicalists.
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COMPUTATIONALISM AND THE PROBLEM OF MENTAL CAUSATION

[The computer metaphor is] the only respect in which contemporary Cognitive Science represents a major advance over the versions of [representational theories of mind] that were its eighteenth- and nineteenth-century predecessors.

—Jerry Fodor

THE “AMAZINGLY HARD PROBLEM”: MENTAL CAUSATION AND PHILOSOPHY OF MIND

In an article surveying the state of a widely entertained philosophical discussion, Paul Boghossian ventures the conclusion that “meaning properties appear to be neither eliminable, nor reducible. Perhaps it is time that we learned to live with that fact” (1989, 548). Boghossian’s conclusion follows from his survey of “the rule-following considerations”—from a line of argument, that is, framed by Saul Kripke’s (1982) influential reading of Wittgenstein’s famous but elusive arguments concerning the impossibility of a private language. On Boghossian’s account, these arguments most fundamentally disclose the normativity of conceptual content—the fact, on one way of putting the point, that the content of any belief may not be identifiable apart from considerations having to do with how or whether it might be true. As Boghossian says, “if I mean something by an expression, then the potential infinity of truths that are generated as a result are normative truths: they are truths about how I ought to apply the expressions, if I am to apply it in accord with its meaning, not truths about how I will apply it” (1989, 509). Boghossian takes it that the rule-following considerations suggest that our understanding any thought or expression as meaning what it’s about cannot be explained by reference only (for example) to behavioristic dispositions; the normativity that constitutively characterizes mental content cannot be accounted for in terms that are not themselves normative or semantic.

I’ll explore “normativity” more in chapter 3; for now, I want to focus our concerns by considering what Boghossian thinks is the most difficult problem occasioned by his argument for the ineliminability of meaning from our understanding of mental content. What makes this conclusion hard to accept, he says, is “the question of mental causation: how are we to reconcile an anti-reductionism about meaning properties with a satisfying conception of their causal or explanatory efficacy?” More starkly, “how is an antireductionist about content properties to accord them a genuine causal role without committing himself, implausibly, to the essential incompleteness of physics? This is, I believe, the single greatest difficulty for an anti-reductionist conception of content” (1989, 548–549).1

The problem thus introduced by Boghossian is basically the converse of the problem we saw Dharmakīrti address in the last chapter. While Dharmakīrti was concerned with how or whether physical events might give rise to moments of mind, the problem raised by Boghossian is how or whether mental content can cause physical events in the body. After all, human bodies are manifestly material objects and so, presumably, subject to whatever laws of physics we take to describe the actions of other such objects. Is there a way, then, to understand the content of mental events to be causally efficacious with respect to the physically described actions of our bodies, so that intentional phenomena—phenomena like believing something or having a reason—can be thought to play some explanatory role in our behavior? While the conscious character of the mental has been characterized by some philosophers as “the hard problem,” the question now before us has been characterized as the amazingly hard problem.2

The difficulty is that it’s hard to see how the semantic content of reasons and beliefs could cause anything, insofar as such content constitutively involves the kinds of abstractions (concepts, states of affairs, linguistic universals) that, as Dharmakīrti emphasizes, do not have causal efficacy. Many have supposed that things like having a reason must therefore admit of description otherwise than in terms of their semantic content—that reasons and beliefs really do whatever they do only under some description (as, say, “instantiated in neurophysiological event x”) that may not make reference to what their subjects take them to be about. Whether it makes sense to think this is right is among the central issues of Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason, which centers on the question “whether pure reason of itself alone suffices to determine the will or whether it can be a determining ground of the will only as empirically conditioned” (1788, 12). This is the question whether propositional attitudes are finally significant in virtue of their semantic content—whether, in a different idiom, persons are responsive to reasons as such—or whether, instead, these are explanatorily significant only insofar as they can also be described as particular states or events (brain events, for example) with specific identity criteria. The problem of mental causation particularly motivates the latter conclusion; insofar as things like the truth of a claim cannot cause such physical events as muscle contractions, it must therefore be, as G. F. Schueler says in sketching the guiding intuition here, “the things (‘mental states’) that have these true or false contents that do the explaining” (2003, 58).

Elaborating on the difficulties thus raised by his arguments for the ineliminability of meaning, Boghossian invokes Donald Davidson, who is widely taken to have shown that “if propositional attitude explanations are to rationalize behaviour at all, then they must do so by causing it” (Boghossian 1989, 549). Davidson’s essay “Actions, Reasons, and Causes” (1963) is indeed a locus classicus for the issues here at stake, and we can usefully sharpen some of the questions about mental causation by briefly considering it. Against the many philosophers who have held that “the concept of cause that applies elsewhere cannot apply to the relation between reasons and actions”—that, more particularly, “nonteleological causal explanations do not display the element of justification provided by reasons” (1963, 9)—Davidson argued that “the justifying role of a reason… depends upon the explanatory role, but the converse does not hold. Your stepping on my toes neither explains nor justifies my stepping on your toes unless I believe you stepped on my toes, but the belief alone, true or false, explains my action” (1963, 8; emphasis added).

This amounts to a “nonteleological” sort of explanation in the sense that it brackets (what is arguably integral to the content of a belief) the possible truth of the belief from the subject’s perspective. Insofar as one acts for a reason, one might be said to act in order to realize a not-yet-obtaining state of affairs, where the possible realization relates closely to questions of truth. This represents the telos in virtue of which the action is judged intentional—a point Kant expressed by characterizing the problem of mental causation as that of “how the ought, which has never yet happened, can determine the activity of this being and can be the cause of actions whose effect is an appearance in the sensible world” (1788, 96).3 The point is that what is needed for a solution to the problem of mental causation is an account that makes reference particularly to efficient causes. This is because the events we want to understand in this case are epitomized by bodily movements; insofar as those clearly originate in the central nervous system, and insofar as physical causation is local, any entertainings-of-reasons that can be causally efficacious must therefore finally be similarly “in” specifiable mental states or brain states. So, what is really at issue is (in Schueler’s words) “whether reasons explanations, which on their face always involve goals or purposes… are completely analyzable in terms of efficient causes which make no essential reference to any goals or purposes” (2003, 18).4

Now, whatever Davidson’s arguments show, we can reasonably ask whether they vindicate the idea that reasons are causes in the strong sense thus demanded by the problem of mental causation. Davidson’s argument turns on his analysis of the word “because”: “Central to the relation between a reason and an action it explains is the idea that the agent performed the action because he had the reason” (1963, 9). It won’t do, Davidson urges, to suppose that this relation is satisfactorily accounted for simply by the use of such an expression in the context of justifying an action—what is wanted is an explanation of the justificatory use; “the notion of justification becomes as dark as the notion of reason until we can account for the force of that ‘because’ ” (1963, 9). Davidson argues that what is explanatorily basic must be a description under which the reason causes the agent’s actions; the justificatory use of the word “because” is intelligible, he says, only insofar as “a primary reason for an action is its cause” (1963, 12).5 Davidson’s claim is thus that an action is reasonably judged to have been done for a reason whenever its cause is somehow the same as what shows up in expressions like “He did it because…”

It is, however, only a very minimal sense of causation that is vindicated by this argument; all we are entitled to conclude from this is that a “primary reason” is a cause in the sense of being somehow concomitant with an intentional action. This amounts to what Schueler characterizes as a promissory note: “The term ‘because’ cites the fact that there is an explanatory story connecting two things, but by itself actually tells none of that story at all” (2003, 14)—an observation, he says, that should have the effect of “demystifying claims about causation such as Davidson’s” (2003, 17). Like the point I raised regarding one of Dharmakīrti’s formulations of the causal relation,6 Schueler’s is a basically Humean point about the limits of causal explanations; to affirm that one’s reason is a cause in Davidson’s sense is to affirm little more than that relations of Hume’s “contiguity and succession” obtain. But that hardly suffices to separate final from efficient causation. Whatever the cogency of Davidson’s arguments, then, they do not obviously support the conclusion that reasons (or even reason-containing mental states) must finally consist in the kinds of things that can function as the efficient causes of physical events.

However, some of Davidson’s formulations do stack the deck in favor of such a view. For example, he expresses one objection to his own position as being to the effect that “primary reasons consist of attitudes and beliefs, which are states or dispositions, not events; therefore they cannot be causes” (1963, 12; emphasis added). But the question of our responsiveness to reasons as such is begged by too quickly identifying propositional attitudes with “states or dispositions”; the latter should, rather, be understood as having whatever semantic content figures in reasons explanations, and the question just is whether it is in terms of their content that reasons might be significant for action.7 To allow, then, that talk of “attitudes and beliefs” is, ipso facto, talk of “states or dispositions” is already to concede the point that Kant took to be most crucially at issue—already to concede that reason “can be a determining ground of the will only as empirically conditioned,” leaving altogether out of account the possibility that “reason of itself alone suffices to determine the will” (1788, 12).8 If it’s really just content-bearing “states or dispositions” that explain the sense in which reasons are explanatorily significant—if it’s only under a different description (as instantiated in mental state X) that a belief can really be thought to do anything—then the semantic content of the reasons “had” by these states may turn out to be epiphenomenal.9 Insofar as everything we want to understand can on such a view be accounted for without any reference to what beliefs are about, it is arguably no longer beliefs that we are talking about at all.

ENTER COMPUTATIONALISM

For Jerry Fodor, too, the problem of mental causation is paramount, and the foregoing issues figure centrally in his work. An influential proponent particularly of the “computational” program of cognitive-scientific research, Fodor is perhaps most widely known for his defense of the language of thought (or “mentalese”) hypothesis, which has its place in a computational account of the mental. The problem of mental causation drives such an account. Computational accounts of the mental, that is, represent a contemporary iteration of the idea that “meaningful” or “contentful” episodes of awareness will also admit of an altogether different description—one in terms of which they can be understood as causally efficacious with respect to the body. Fodor’s approach, then, centrally involves “that part of psychology which concerns itself with the mental causation of behavior” (1980, 277). Indeed, Fodor’s view is that “a cognitive theory seeks to connect the intensional properties of mental states”—the character of mental states, that is, as contentful—“with their causal properties vis-à-vis behavior. Which is, of course, exactly what a theory of the mind ought to do” (1980, 292). Fodor thus affirms that an account such as his is “required by theories of the mental causation of behavior” (1980, 292).

Fodor embraces a broadly empiricist tradition of thought that includes the likes of Locke, Hume, and Berkeley, whom he takes commonly to have advanced the kind of representational theory of mind that he also favors. The salient point of such theories is their aiming to explain “how there could be states that have the semantical and causal properties that propositional attitudes are commonsensically supposed to have” (Fodor 1985, 79). These accounts commonly represent an empiricist answer to Kant’s question (noted above) whether “reason of itself alone suffices to determine the will, or whether it can be a determining ground of the will only as empirically conditioned.” Upholding the latter alternative, representational theories of mind amount to a paradigm case of the view that it is only as empirically conditioned that reasons do what they do; for these are theories, on Fodor’s account, according to which it is the empirically real things (“representations”) that have content that do the explaining.10 Such theories most basically involve, then, some kind of reference to particular mental events or states (representations) that are at once the “bearers” of mental content and themselves the causes of behavior. (Insofar as they are suitable as causes, these representations will also be finally describable as effects—the effects, for example, of environmental stimulus of sensory capacities.)

It is particularly with respect to these modern empiricist accounts, Fodor suggests, that we can understand the revolutionary character of computationalism; for the availability of the computer metaphor enables us to abandon the problematic “associationism” of the earlier accounts and thus to address what had always been their principal weakness. Indeed, Fodor says in this regard that the significance of the computer model represents “the only respect in which contemporary Cognitive Science represents a major advance over the versions of [representational theories of mind] that were its eighteenth- and nineteenth-century predecessors” (1985, 93). As for the “associationist” accounts that are thus superseded by the appeal to computational processes, Fodor rightly thinks it chief among the failures of predecessor approaches to the problem of mental causation that they “failed to produce a credible theory of the [propositional] attitudes. No wonder everybody gave up and turned into a behaviourist” (1985, 93). Earlier iterations of the representational theory of mind may have managed, among other things, to explain how mental states could be causally efficacious, but only at the cost of making the content of such states finally epiphenomenal; “Cognitive Science,” Fodor says, “is the art of getting the cat back in” (1985, 93). The possibility, then, of addressing the problem of mental causation while still saving mental content represents, at the end of the day, the major promise of the computational version of cognitivism.

Chief among the obstacles to “getting the cat back in,” we noted above with reference to Paul Boghossian, is the normativity of mental content. It is difficult to give an account of the mental that makes reference only to things (neuroelectrical events, for example) that can be causally efficacious with respect to the body and thereby to explain the kind of cognitive con-tent—that of an act of believing, for example—regarding which one could be judged right or wrong. The difficulty is that the relations involved in believing something to be true—relations such as being warranted or correct in virtue of another belief—are not obviously reducible to causal relations among particulars. Even, for example, to judge two objects as the same involves, it seems, reference to some additional fact (their being the same) that is not itself either of the particular objects, and that is not obviously seen in the same way these are. To that extent, however, it turns out to be very hard to say what it is in virtue of which one could be right or wrong in so taking things.

The problems here at issue can be gleaned from John Locke’s canonical statement of a representationalist view of the mental:


Since the Mind, in all its Thoughts and Reasonings, hath no other immediate Object but its own Ideas, which it alone does or can contemplate, it is evident, that our Knowledge is only conversant about them. Knowledge then seems to me to be nothing but the perception of the connexion and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy of any of our Ideas. In this alone it consists.

(1689, 525)



The problem we are scouting here is that of explaining this “connexion and agreement” among ideas; what is it in virtue of which one could be judged right or wrong in thinking “connexion and agreement” to obtain? Can one’s knowing this be finally explained with reference only to particulars, or are “connexion and agreement” constitutively abstract relations?11 Locke is ultimately committed to explaining these in terms of particulars; in thrall to the ocular metaphor that Richard Rorty takes to drive Locke’s empiricism, Locke can only say you just see them.12 While this is a problematic answer, it is hard to see what other resources the empiricist has for understanding the relations among concepts and thoughts.

Hence, on Fodor’s view, the question that was never satisfactorily addressed by predecessor proponents of representational theories of mind is what things like believing and inferring could be, “such that thinking the premisses of a valid inference leads, so often and so reliably, to thinking its conclusion” (1985, 91). What could these intentional phenomena be, more particularly, if things like being led to a conclusion will not readily admit of a causal description? “How,” as Vincent Descombes effectively puts the same point, “can a mechanical sequence of mental states also be a chain of reasoning?” (2001, viii–ix). This, finally, is the problem with respect to which computers have been found helpful; computers, as Fodor says, represent “a solution to the problem of mediating between the causal properties of symbols and their semantic properties” (1985, 94). The computer model helps us imagine how the particular states or events that bear mental content might really do the causing, but without our having to deny that those states can also be individuated by their content. Thus, computers surely involve causally describable operations involving information-bearing states, but these operations “respect” the semantic character of the states involved—leave intact, that is, the fact of their being about something—in the sense, at least, that these computational operations can also be taken to represent the steps in an argument.

Consider, in this regard, the operation of a simple calculator.13 Its execution of an algorithm can be described entirely in causal terms: the completion of each instruction causes the machine to pass into a consequent electrical state, which in turn causes successor states as a function of the algorithm. What is remarkable is that these causally describable electrical events at the same time represent a calculation—something, that is, that can also be represented in terms of the steps of an argument. Here, then, is a causally describable sequence of states that seems precisely to be a chain of reasoning. What is thus advanced by the computer analogy is a way to imagine that semantically meaningful phenomena—contentful mental events like entertaining reasons or beliefs—can be explained with reference to (as, for example, really consisting in) causally efficacious states. Computational processes provide a model for understanding how processes can be described at the same time in causal terms (like the conduction of electricity through the circuits of a computer) and in logical or semantic terms (the terms, that is, in which the same process can be understood as an argument).

Fodor puts the point thus: “I take it that computational processes are both symbolic and formal. They are symbolic because they are defined over representations, and they are formal because they apply to representations in virtue of (roughly) the syntax of the representations” (1980, 279). That is, such processes immediately operate only (I suppose) with respect to electromagnetically represented zeros and ones, which are all the computer need “know” anything about; but despite their thus doing all the computing in these “syntactically” describable terms, computers operate regarding states that can also be readily understood, “semantically,” as meaning something (for the user of a computer, anyway). Of the “syntactic” description of the terms involved in computational processes, Fodor explains:


What makes syntactic operations a species of formal operations is that being syntactic is a way of not being semantic. Formal operations are the ones that are specified without reference to such semantic properties of representations as, for example, truth, reference, and meaning…. Formal operations apply in terms of the, as it were, shapes of the objects in their domains.

(1980, 279)



More precisely, “the syntax of a symbol is one of its second-order physical properties. To a first approximation, we can think of its syntactic structure as an abstract feature of its (geometric or acoustic) shape” (Fodor 1985, 93; emphasis mine).14

On Fodor’s usage, then, “syntactic” relations can be thought of as those obtaining not just (or not finally) among words but between all the meaningful parts of utterances—including those aspects of sentences having to do with what linguists mean by “syntax”—and the nonmeaningful physical factors that are the enabling conditions of any sentence’s being expressed and understood. The gap that is thus meant to be bridged by the appeal to computer models is, in other words, not one between items that are all already understood as “meaning” something (since the possibility of that is just what we want to explain); rather, it is the gap between meaningful items (sentences, thoughts, etc.) and the causally describable particulars (acoustic or printed “shapes”) that are somehow the vehicles of such items.

It is clear, in any case, that Fodor’s “formal” and “syntactic” here are most significantly to be understood as meaning causally describable. Fodor is speaking to this point when he notes—apropos of how “the representational theory of mind and the computational theory of mind merge here”—that, “on the one hand, it’s claimed that psychological states differ in content only if they are relations to type-distinct mental representations” (1980, 292). That is, insofar as any two people experience different cognitive content, it is, on a representational theory of mind, just because they have distinct mental states involving different, subjectively occurrent representations. On the other hand, however, the real point in thus invoking representational states is that only these are the kinds of things that can be thought to enter into causal relations. To that extent, the salient point about representations is that they are events or “states” with spatiotemporal identity criteria (they are particulars) such that they can be said to differ from one another in something like the way that, say, marks on a page differ from one another; cognitive processes, Fodor thus holds, “are constituted by causal interactions among mental representations, that is, among semantically evaluable mental particulars” (2006, 135). Computers, then, complement the representational theory of mind by offering a way to imagine how phenomena like believing something might really “do” what they do at the level of description that involves particulars, since (Fodor says) “computations just are processes in which representations have their causal consequences in virtue of their form” (1980, 292). Significantly, though, it’s finally in terms only of such particulars that the real explaining is done; “only formal properties of mental representations contribute to their type individuation for the purposes of theories of mind/body interaction” (1980, 292).

Phenomena like having a reason, on this view, can thus be understood as interacting with the body only insofar as they can be individuated in terms of something other than their content. To the extent, in other words, that we would understand them in their capacity as causally efficacious with respect to the body, these representational “states” must be held to differ from one another not only in terms of what they are about but also (and primarily) in terms of their “as it were, shapes.” “Or, to put it the other way ‘round,” Fodor concludes, “it’s allowed that mental representations affect behavior in virtue of their content, but it’s maintained that mental representations are distinct in content only if they are also distinct in form” (1980, 292). The point chiefly advanced by this is thus that being contentful is secondary to representations’ having whatever causal properties they do; when it comes to mental representations, their being distinct in form is what does the explaining. While it is thus “allowed” that the content of these representations is significant with respect to behavior, Fodor’s view is that their being contentful must finally be explicable in the same “formal,” “syntactic,” or causal terms in which we understand them also to be the efficient causes of bodily actions.

NARROW CONTENT AND METHODOLOGICAL SOLIPSISM: FODOR’S BRIEF FOR INTERIORITY

It’s in the context of an account like the foregoing that Fodor develops his commitment to the related ideas of “narrow content” and “methodological solipsism.” These are parts of a case for thinking there are states of mental representing that are contentful (that are somehow about something), but not in anything like the abstract way in which linguistic items are about what they mean. What is wanted is thus a kind of “aboutness” that is somehow inextricably related to a mental event’s character as causally efficacious—a place, as it were, where the intentional properties of a mental state (its being contentful) come together with its causal properties. Here it is not beside the point to recall Dharmakīrti’s consideration of the problem of how to distinguish those causes that are at the same time the objects of awareness from whatever other causes figure in the production of cognition.15 Dharmakīrti’s problem, too, was to get the intentional and the causal descriptions of mental events to come together. (We saw, in this regard, that Dharmakīrti rather question-beggingly answered that it is just that cause whose image an awareness bears that should be reckoned as what is cognitively apprehended.) Fodor is similarly after an explanation that comes to rest with mental events that are somehow about the same things that will admit of causal description.

Interestingly, we will see that Fodor is after something like the same thing when it comes to his philosophy of language; with regard to linguistic reference, he also advocates an account that is finally grounded in linguistic items—paradigmatically, words on the occasion of their first learning—that are somehow “about” their causes. To the extent that the issues thus dovetail here, we can return again to Boghossian’s reflections on the rule-following considerations and say that Fodor’s approach resembles what Boghossian characterizes as an “optimality” version of a dispositional theory. The idea behind such an account, on Boghossian’s view of the matter, “is that there is a certain set of circumstances—call them ‘optimality conditions’—under which subjects are, for one or another reason, incapable of mistaken judgements” (1989, 537).

On one important version of such an account, “optimal conditions are the conditions under which the meaning of the expression was first acquired” (Boghossian 1989, 537). Thus, someone’s meaning something by any thought or utterance might be thought to be finally fixed by some paradigm instance—one that can be described in terms of the ostension of particulars. Such an account was famously suggested by St. Augustine:


When they (my elders) named some object, and accordingly moved to wards something, I saw this and I grasped that the thing was called by the sound they uttered when they meant to point it out. Their intention was shewn by their bodily movements, as it were the natural language of all peoples…. Thus, as I heard words repeatedly used in their proper places in various sentences, I gradually learnt to understand what objects they signified….

(CONFESSIONS 1.8, AS QUOTED AND0 TRANSLATED IN WITTGENSTEIN 1958, 2)16



Insofar as one’s meaning anything by words so learned can, then, ultimately be understood in terms of memory of some particular occasion, the intelligibility of this does not require reference to universals.

Whatever the specifics of the “optimality conditions” on offer, the upshot is a dispositional reconstruction of meaning facts, such that (for example) “for Neil to mean horse by ‘horse’ is for Neil to be disposed to call only horses ‘horse,’ when conditions are optimal” (Boghossian 1989, 538). Significantly, these “optimal conditions” must be such that they will admit of a finally causal description; this is, Boghossian says, really the idea that “there is a set of naturalistically specifiable conditions under which [a subject] cannot make mistakes in the identification of presented terms” (1989, 538; emphasis added). Not only, then, will this account go through only if the specified conditions really are such as to preclude the possibility of error, but “the conditions must be specified purely naturalistically, without the use of any semantic or intentional materials—otherwise, the theory will have assumed the very properties it was supposed to provide a reconstruction of” (1989, 538). Insofar, that is, as the point of these “dispositional” accounts is to explain how we mean things by thoughts and utterances, it will not do for the explanation itself to presuppose that we already understand the idea of being meaningful.

Fodor’s “narrow content” is meant to fit the same bill; what is picked out by Fodor’s notion, too, is “naturalistically specifiable conditions” meant to ground or explain awareness’s being, in general, contentful.17 The main point to understand about narrow content, then, is that it’s to be understood in such a way that it will admit of description both in terms of its content and in terms of its causal properties. The contrastive category of “broad content,” on this account, picks out the level at which we entertain discursively elaborated judgments (like “it’s sunny outside”)—judgments, that is, which are intelligible only with reference to the conditions under which they would be true. This is, we have begun to appreciate, a level of description that involves normativity; the main point to be made about that in the present context is that what it is in virtue of which one could be right or wrong about such judgments surely includes a great many things (facts having to do with its being sunny outside, facts about conventions for the use of the word “sunny,” etc.) that are external to a subject. What Fodor aims to explain, though, is how we can get judgments like “it’s sunny outside” out of the kinds of things—photostimulation of retinal nerve endings, for example—that can themselves serve as the efficient causes of behavior. Precisely to the extent, however, that it will thus admit of causal description, this level of contentfulness must be “narrow” in the sense that it is explicable in terms that can be individuated independently of factors external to the subject. “The intrinsic nature of inner states and events,” as John McDowell says of this kind of approach, must be “a matter of their position in an internal network of causal potentialities, in principle within the reach of an explanatory theory that would not need to advert to relations between the individual and the external world” (1998, 250).18

Chief among the considerations recommending such a view is that the brain states that must (if they are to be the efficient causes of bodily actions) ultimately have whatever content we’re aware of are themselves inside the head. It seems, to that extent, that it must be possible to individuate the content of mental events in terms that will somehow admit of its thus being “in” one’s head. But what can be “in” the head does not include, for example, the various factors out there in the world that would have to obtain in order for one’s thought to be true. While experience may be, at least phenomenologically, contentful in the “broad” sense that consists in its seeming to represent true things about a real world, its thus being contentful must, on Fodor’s account, finally be explicable in terms of proximal factors. While Fodor says in a related vein that “it’s what the agent has in mind that causes his behavior” (1980, 290), it should be clear that the pressure to posit something like “narrow” content really comes from the considerations that recommend thinking of mental content as being finally “in” a brain.

Yet Fodor does not take himself to be an eliminative physicalist; his is not, that is, the idea that the commonsense view of the mental may one day be altogether superseded by an impersonal, scientific description.19 Indeed, he thinks a computational account such as his represents the only way to be a realist about propositional attitudes, the only way to retain the idea of thought as constitutively contentful. On Fodor’s account, however, one counts as a realist about propositional attitudes only insofar as she holds both that “there are mental states whose occurrences and interactions cause behaviour,” and that “these same causally efficacious mental states are also semantically evaluable” (Fodor 1985, 78). While the second claim thus affirms (against the eliminativist) that the semantic content of mental states cannot be explained away, the salient point for our purposes is Fodor’s affirmation, with the first condition, that a propositional attitude’s causing any behavior would be the only way to think it “really” in play at all. Fodor’s claim here thus reflects, in effect, something very much like Dharmakīrti’s idea of causal efficacy as the criterion of the real (though it’s especially clear in Fodor’s case that it is particularly efficient-causal efficacy that makes the difference). To the extent that such a criterion is taken as axiomatic, it seems that one only could be a “realist” about propositional attitudes by showing these finally to consist in causally efficacious particulars.

To frame the issue of content, in this way, as centrally concerning the question of its causal efficacy is effectively to advance what has been characterized as a causal argument for the necessity of positing narrow content. This can be understood as a transcendental argument of sorts: if one is going to be a realist (of Fodor’s kind) about the propositional attitudes, it must be the case that these can be explained in terms of something like “narrow content”; for it is a condition of the possibility of cognition’s being both contentful and causally efficacious that mental content be finally intelligible only in terms internal to a subject, since otherwise there will be no way to think of our mental content as causally efficacious with respect to bodily events.20 Insofar, that is, as one holds that a reason’s causing some behavior is the only way to think it “really” in play at all, there is pressure to think that such things must finally be explicable only in terms of narrow content—the kind of “content,” that is, that can be in a brain.

If, as thus stressed by the causal argument, the kind of content here in view is “narrow” in the sense that it is “in” a brain, it is also meant to be narrow in an epistemic sense; narrow content can also be characterized, that is, in terms of how things seem to a subject.21 Here we encounter Fodor’s “methodological solipsism,” which can be said to figure in an epistemic argument for narrow content. The epistemic implications of Fodor’s commitment to narrow content are evident in his contention that “if mental processes are formal, they have access only to the formal properties of such representations of the environment as the senses provide. Hence, they have no access to the semantic properties of such representations, including the property of being true, of having referents, or, indeed, the property of being representations of the environment” (1980, 283).

The idea that it is only as narrow that mental content really “does” anything recommends, in other words, a bracketing of questions of truth and reference; Fodor’s stance must be “solipsistic,” then, in the sense that attention to narrow content is, ipso facto, attention to something that (unlike the truth conditions of a belief about the environment) is somehow “in” a subject. Hilary Putnam has said in this regard that a “methodological solipsist” is “a non-realist or ‘verificationist’ who agrees that truth is to be understood as in some way related to rational acceptability, but who holds that all justification is ultimately in terms of experiences that each of us has a private knowledge of” (1981, 121–122). That is, an account is methodologically solipsistic if it initially brackets questions of truth, instead taking what irrefragably seems to a subject to be the case as foundational for understanding as such; the very idea of any belief’s possibly being true is finally to be explained, then, based on this “seeming,” rather than conversely—a version of the idea (familiar from Locke and others) that while we can coherently doubt whether things in the world are as represented in any cognition, we cannot doubt that that is how it seems.

What I want to ask with respect to Fodor’s elaboration of a similar idea is whether there is any reason to think that Fodor’s “methodological solipsism”—his epistemic case for narrow content—yields the same conclusion as the causal argument so far canvassed. Is there any reason to think that facts about what irrefragably seems to a subject to be the case put us more immediately in the vicinity of brain events than other things that might figure in the content of a thought? As with Dharmakīrti’s answer to the question of how to distinguish the objects of awareness from whatever other causes figure in its production, what is needed here is for both of these arguments (the causal and the epistemic arguments for narrow content) to pick out the same thing. These lines of argument effectively dovetail, then, only insofar as it is presupposed that we are, in virtue of picking out epistemically “narrow” content, ipso facto picking out the mental state that has that content. I think, however, that there is a real question whether the two different lines of argument succeed in picking out the same things; even if we grant that the causal argument for narrow content is cogent and that the epistemic considerations that recommend Fodor’s methodological solipsism are compelling, it may be that these arguments fail to converge on the same “mental states.”

In an epistemic key, Fodor’s point is that if we are interested in understanding the “mental causation of behavior,” it stands to reason that we must attend to what the subject takes herself to believe (or desire, intend, etc.)—which of course may be quite independent of whether the thought is true. Fodor’s argument in this regard is effectively the same one that Donald Davidson took to recommend the conclusion that the justifying role of a reason depends upon the explanatory role—that, as Davidson put it, “your stepping on my toes neither explains nor justifies my stepping on your toes unless I believe you stepped on my toes, but the belief alone, true or false, explains my action” (1963, 8). To the extent, that is, that we are interested in what caused me to step on your toes, my belief that retaliation is called for does the trick, quite independently of whether or not I’m right in so believing. Expressing the same point in terms suggested by Frege, Fodor says that “when we articulate the generalizations in virtue of which behavior is contingent upon mental states, it is typically an opaque construal of the mental state attributions that does the work; for example, it’s a construal under which believing that a is F is logically independent from believing b is F, even in the case where a = b” (1980, 286).

Thus casting his epistemic argument for narrow content in the semantic terms of “referential opacity,” Fodor emphasizes that it is “typically under an opaque construal that attributions of propositional attitudes to organisms enter into explanations of their behavior” (1980, 286). To attribute beliefs under a referentially “opaque” construal, on this usage, is to describe the contents thereof only in terms accessible to the subject—only, that is, in terms of the mode of presentation to a subject, which may of course fail to correspond to how things really are. On a referentially transparent construal, in contrast, propositional attitudes are individuated with regard to their referents, regardless of whether the subject happens to know anything about that. So, for example, it makes all the difference for our understanding of the tragedy of Oedipus that we attribute to Oedipus the belief “I want to marry Jocasta” under a referentially opaque construal; under a referentially transparent construal, that belief would be recognized as equivalent to “I want to marry my mother,” which, tragically, Oedipus was not aware that he thus intended (Fodor 1980, 287).22

It is under a referentially transparent construal, then, that we can see that it’s really true that Oedipus thus wished to marry his mother, but it’s the referentially opaque construal that explains (because it causes) his actions. “Ontologically,” Fodor thus concludes, “transparent readings are stronger than opaque ones; for example, the former license existential inferences, which the latter do not. But psychologically, opaque readings are stronger than transparent ones; they tell us more about the character of the mental causes of behavior” (1980, 297). Bringing this epistemic argument for narrow content together with the terms that figure in the causal argument, Fodor says that “narrow psychological states are those individuated in light of the formality condition; viz. without reference to such semantic properties as truth and reference” (1980, 297). Not only is “narrow content” what is captured by referentially opaque attributions of belief; it is also, Fodor here further asserts, the same thing captured by the description of a mental state in strictly formal or “syntactic” terms.

As we saw with reference to Davidson, though, there is no reason to think that this line of argument, even if rightly showing a sense in which “reasons” can be “causes,” shows us that these are also (under their description, presumably, as content-bearing brain states) the efficient causes of things like muscle contractions. In order, however, for Fodor’s “methodological solipsism” to recommend his idea of “narrow content,” what is picked out by propositional attitudes on referentially opaque construals has to be somehow the same thing that is picked out by a description of causally efficacious narrow content; only if the same thing can be described both ways will we have learned that the state or event individuated by a “referentially opaque” construal of mental content is just the state that causes behavior, in the strong sense required by Fodor’s preoccupation with the problem of mental causation.

Fodor thus exploits the idea of referential opacity—which amounts to the adoption of a first-person epistemic perspective on any subject’s beliefs—to recommend the view, already preferred on grounds having to do with the problem of mental causation, that only things internal to the subject’s head can be causes of behavior. But in fact, we are not entitled to take Fodor’s “formally” described mental content as similarly representing a first-person perspective, since however intimately brain events may be involved in our having of experience, surely it is not brain events that our experiences are of. It is not obvious, then, that the “methodologically solipsistic” identification of a mental cause—an identification essentially like the one disclosed by Davidson’s analysis of the word because—necessarily tells us anything whatsoever about the kinds of efficient causes (viz., brain events) that Fodor means to pick out with the causal argument for narrow content. Insofar as causation is still individuated by way of an intentional level of description—a “referentially opaque” description, to be sure, but referential (and therefore semantic) nevertheless—this does not necessarily tell us anything about causes as those are individuated at a physicalist level of description. Or rather, whether there is any relation between these is just what we want to know—and exploiting the sense of “causation” that is in play at a semantic level of description (the sense in play when one says “I did it because…”) does not help us with that.23

We are thus entitled to ask whether it makes sense to think that what Fodor really intends by “narrow content” counts as contentful at all.24 The failure of the two foregoing lines of argument to converge on the same causes reflects a fundamental tension in Fodor’s approach. As John McDowell says of a similar program, it “generates the appearance that we can find (narrow) content-bearing states in the interior considered by itself. But the idea looks deceptive. If we are not concerned with the point of view of the cognitive system itself (if, indeed, we conceive it in such a way that it has no point of view), there is no justification for regarding the enterprise as any kind of phenomenology at all” (1998, 256n).25 To the extent, in other words, that Fodor is finally concerned to pick out only such causal or “formal” properties of representations as the senses provide—only such properties as can be individuated without reference even to their being representations of the environment—he cannot claim also to be talking about beliefs. Even on a referentially opaque construal, beliefs are, phenomenologically, about things like “states of affairs”; they are not “about” their own proximate causes.

The divergence of the causal and the epistemic arguments for narrow content thus reflects, on Lynne Rudder Baker’s account of the problem, a dilemma: “On the one hand, if we take narrow content to be the product of input analysis, then the wrong things get semantically evaluated.” In other words, if we take “narrow content” to consist essentially in, say, the brain states precipitated by environmental stimulus (“the intermediate outputs of perceptual systems,” as Baker says), we haven’t identified anything at all like what a subject would take to be the content of her belief. “On the other hand,” Baker continues, “if we take narrow content to be the product of higher-level processing, then we remove the psychological warrant for construing narrow content in terms of symbols denoting [nothing but] phenomenologically accessible properties” (1986, 67). That is, to bring in such factors as would make the content of a belief recognizable to the subject thereof is, ipso facto, already to bring in the world. It thus turns out, as we noted in chapter 1 with reference to Dharmakīrti, to be difficult to distinguish those causes of any cognition that are at the same time what that cognition is about from whatever other causes (e.g., properly functioning sensory capacities) are appropriately thought to figure in causing the awareness; the same problem, we now see, figures centrally in Fodor’s cognitive-scientific philosophy of mind, as well.

THE “LANGUAGE OF THOUGHT”: AN ACCOUNT OF LANGUAGE ITSELF AS CAUSALLY DESCRIBABLE

To ask whether mental states with “narrow content” really count as contentful is effectively to ask whether Fodor’s way of reconciling the two levels of description (intentional and causal) really counts as realism about propositional attitudes. The problem with Fodor’s view is that all of the explanatory work is done here by mental representations only insofar as they are “formally” describable; it is only in their capacity as having causally efficacious “shapes” that representations really cause anything. All the computer metaphor gets us, then, is a way to think of “formally” (syntactically, causally) described representations as also “meaningful”; it remains the case on this account, however, that it’s not in their capacity as meaningful that we are to understand them as doing what they do. Despite the promise of the appeal to computationalism, the character of mental events as meaning something may after all be epiphenomenal on Fodor’s account.

Fodor is not unaware of this objection, which is one to the effect (he says) that “it is the computational roles of mental states, and not their content, that are doing all the work in psychological explanation” (1994, 49–50). In that case, he allows, it may be that “the attachment to an intentional, as opposed to computational, level of psychological explanation is merely sentimental” (1994, 50). While eliminative physicalists like Paul Churchland are willing to embrace just such a conclusion, Fodor appreciates the “well-known worry about narrow content that it tends to be a little suicidal” (1994, 49); to hold, that is, that mental content in general must be explicable with reference to Fodor’s causally describable narrow content is arguably to do away with the very level of description in terms of which one’s making this very argument makes any sense.26

In trying to dispel this objection (here anticipated in a work written some time after the earlier works to which we have hitherto referred), Fodor backs away somewhat from his commitment to narrow content—not, to be sure, so far as to disavow the idea, only far enough that he no longer thinks his position can only be defended with reference to that.27 Instead, he now thinks he can defend his account of mental causation even with reference to the kind of “broad” content that is necessarily involved in thinking one’s own position true. While I must confess that I’m not altogether sure how his argument in this regard is meant to meet the epiphenomenalism objection, it is clear, at least, that it’s crucial to his answer that we “suppose… that some sort of causal account of broad content is correct” (1994, 52); it is, in other words, only insofar as broad content, too, will admit of causal explanation that he can concede its significance.

On a causal account of broad content, he says, anyone having propositional attitudes regarding (say) what we would identify as “water,” regardless of the description under which they experience it, “must have modes of presentation that trace back, in the right way, to interactions with water. My point is that, qua water-believers, they needn’t have anything else in common: Their shared causal connection to water has left its mark on each of them” (1994, 52). This is a view according to which believing that P can thus be understood in terms of “being in states that are caused by, and hence bear information about, the fact that P” (1994, 53). Fodor’s project, he thus thinks, is still viable even if mental content is understood as “broad” (in the sense of essentially consisting in representations of the environment)—but only insofar as broad content, too, is causally related to the environment.

On this alternative development of his position, “content is broad, the metaphysics of content is externalist (e.g., causal/informational)”—and, Fodor immediately continues, “modes of presentation are sentences of Mentalese” (1994, 52). In backing away from narrow content and embracing thought’s relatedness to the world, then, Fodor here appeals (with his reference to “Mentalese”) to the idea of a “language of thought.” In his 1975 book of that title, Fodor thus sketches the idea here invoked:


To have a certain propositional attitude is to be in a certain relation to an internal representation. That is, for each of the (typically infinitely many) propositional attitudes that an organism can entertain, there exist an internal representation and a relation such that being in that relation to that representation is nomologically necessary and sufficient for (or nomologically identical to) having the propositional attitude. The least that an empirically adequate cognitive psychology is therefore required to do is to specify, for each propositional attitude, the internal representation and the relation which, in this sense, correspond [sic] to it.

(1975, 198)



In the context, then, of what we can recognize as Fodor’s representationalist theory of mind—a theory according to which a phenomenon like believing something is to be explained in terms of a subject’s relation to an internal representation—the “language of thought” represents something like the system of rules regulating the well-formed “sentences” of such mental relating.28 Among the salient characteristics of this “language” is that it can be exhaustively described in terms of unique particulars—in terms, e.g., of brain states, the “syntax” of whose relations is here imagined as language-like.29

While it’s perhaps possible to imagine something like the “syntax” of a language of thought—to imagine, for example, that there are structural regularities in neurophysiological events that impose some constraints on what we can represent or that are isomorphic with what we “think”—the hard thing, just as in Fodor’s development of the computer metaphor, is to explain how the regularities so described can mean or represent or be about anything. The problem, once again, is to get a semantic level of description into the picture. Fodor appreciates as much, allowing of the representational theory of mind he more generally aims to advance that it “needs some semantic story to tell”; which semantic story to tell, he says, is “going to be the issue in mental representation theory for the foreseeable future” (1985, 96). Indeed, on Fodor’s view, this is pretty much the whole shootin’ match; “the problem of the intentionality of the mental is largely—perhaps exhaustively—the problem of the semanticity of mental representations. But of the semanticity of mental representations we have, as things now stand, no adequate account” (1985, 99).

Fodor’s “language of thought” figures centrally in his attempt to rectify that situation. Here, let’s recall Augustine’s account of language acquisition as exemplifying the sort of “optimal” conditions invoked by some philosophers to explain what fixes content. Augustine, we saw, said that the first learning of a language consists in watching one’s elders naming indicated objects and grasping thereby that “the thing was called by the sound they uttered when they meant to point it out”; their intentions were reflected “by their bodily movements, as it were the natural language of all peoples.” Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations famously begins with a consideration of Augustine’s account of this, which so preoccupies Wittgenstein that the lengthy discussion that follows represents one of the most sustained engagements with any thinker explicitly addressed in the Investigations. For our purposes, the insight Wittgenstein most compellingly presses against Augustine’s picture is this: “Augustine describes the learning of human language as if the child came into a strange country and did not understand the language of the country; that is, as if it already had a language, only not this one. Or again: as if the child could already think, only not yet speak. And ‘think’ would here mean something like ‘talk to itself’ ” (1958, 15–16).

Among Wittgenstein’s points, I take it, is that knowing a language involves something more—indeed, much more—than knowing (what can at least arguably be taught by ostension) “the names of things.” It involves, more basically, the very idea that there could be names of things—that by any act of speech or ostension, one could mean what one thus refers to. What we really want to understand when we ask for an account of an infant’s language acquisition is how the child acquires the very idea of meaning something and in what that consists; to that extent, an account like Augustine’s begs the question most centrally at issue, presupposing as it does that the idea of meaning something is already intelligible to the language learner and that she therefore requires only to learn which sounds “mean” which things.

What, then, are we to say about the relations involved in anything’s meaning something else? Insofar as he is preoccupied with the question of mental causation, Fodor is inclined to say that it is only in virtue of causal relations that anything can be thought finally real; the relations involved in meaning anything raise, however, what Fodor calls the disjunction problem. This is the problem that “it’s just not true that Normally [sic] caused intentional states ipso facto mean whatever causes them” (1990, 89)—which relates, again, to the problem recurrently noted since we saw Dharmakīrti address it in chapter 1. Thus, on Dharmakīrti’s eminently causal account of perception, all manner of things (properly functioning sense capacities, for example) are among the causes of any cognition—but these are not among the things that we say are thus perceived.30 A causal theory of perception thus requires that there be some principled way to explain which of the relevant causes of any perception is at the same time what is perceived; “there has to be some way,” as Fodor similarly allows in the present case, “of picking out semantically relevant causal relations from all the other kinds of causal relations that the tokens of a symbol can enter into” (1990, 91). The problem, then, is again that of getting causal and intentional descriptions (here, of language) together.

Providing such an account with regard to perception is far from straightforward; the explicitly semantic version of the problem is even more difficult. Here, “what the disjunction problem is really about deep down is the difference between meaning and information” (1990, 90). The latter, for Fodor, denotes mental content that is, as it were, efficiently precipitated by its causes; “information is tied to etiology in a way that meaning isn’t.” Mental content that is, in contrast, meaningful is relatively unconstrained; symbols are meaningful just insofar as they are somehow about something other (or something more) than the particulars that cause them, a fact that Fodor characterizes in terms of the greater “robustness” that characterizes meaning. In contrast to “information,” “the meaning of a symbol is one of the things that all of its tokens have in common, however they may happen to be caused. All ‘cow’ tokens mean cow; if they didn’t, they wouldn’t be ‘cow’ tokens” (1990, 90). The problem is how to tell a finally causal story about meaning while allowing that what thus distinguishes the “meaning” relation just is its “robustness,” or apparent lack of causal constraint.

With regard to this problem, Fodor’s proposal is that “ ‘cow’ means cow and not cat or cow or cat because there being cat-caused ‘cow’ tokens depends on there being cow-caused ‘cow’ tokens, but not the other way around. ‘Cow’ means cow because but that ‘cow’ tokens carry information about cows, they wouldn’t carry information about anything” (1990, 90). The account thus concisely stated involves an appeal to asymmetric dependence, which is crucial to unpacking this. For example, Fodor says, “you have to invoke the practice of naming to specify the practice of paging. So the practice of paging is parasitic on the practice [of] naming; you couldn’t have the former but that you could have the latter. But not, I suppose, vice versa?… so I take it to be plausible that paging is asymmetrically dependent on naming” (1990, 96–97). This notion is thus invoked with respect to the Wittgensteinian example of bringing slabs in response to the command “bring me a slab” (cf. Wittgenstein 1958, §20): “it’s plausible that the cluster of practices that center around bringing things when they’re called for is asymmetrically dependent on the cluster of practices that fix the extensions of our predicates” (Fodor 1990, 97; emphasis mine). Any particular utterance of “slab,” in other words, is intelligible as the practice it is only relative to earlier practices fixing the use of the word—and insofar as these earlier practices are causally describable, the later uses, too, are rightly considered to be grounded in a causal description.

The point, then, of Fodor’s account of what it is in virtue of which “cow” means what it does is this: “All that’s required for ‘cow’ to mean cow, according to the present account, is that some ‘cow’ tokens should be caused by (more precisely, that they should carry information about) cows, and that noncow-caused ‘cow’ tokens should depend asymmetrically on these” (1990, 91). The claim is that while not all particular utterances of any word will demonstrably be causally relatable to some token of the type denoted—the fact that they will not is just what is identified in terms of the “disjunction problem”—it will always at least be the case that some such tokens are so relatable. Fodor’s point is that while the intelligibility of the causally describable tokens does not depend on there being tokens that are not so describable, the intelligibility of the latter does depend on there being some instances of the former; in order that there be any cases of rightly calling particular bovine critters cows, there must be some cases of this that will admit of causal description. What is thus claimed is that there is a causal chain linking any use of a term to some first use that itself causally links the term to its referent—and the whole point of the exercise is that “you can say what asymmetric dependence is without resort to intentional or semantic idiom” (1990, 92).31 Here, then, the project of “naturalizing” intentionality could come to rest.

Now, in order to specify—in nonsemantic terms—what it is upon which all correct uses of a word asymmetrically depend, it becomes necessary to have a nonsemantic account of those “practices” that, Fodor said, initially “fix the extensions of our predicates.” What is properly basic on the account thus proposed is the initial application of terms: “Some of our linguistic practices presuppose some of our others, and it’s plausible that practices of applying terms (names to their bearers, predicates to things in their extensions) are at the bottom of the pile” (1990, 97). It’s unclear whether we are to understand this initial “application” in terms of someone’s first assigning a name to anything or (more likely) of someone’s first learning the name so assigned. (We will see in chapter 4 that there is a similar ambiguity in Dharmakīrti’s account and that the problem may be conceptually the same regardless.) Either way, the point is that the process is understood to be causally describable—in terms, indeed, rather like those imagined by Augustine.

Putting the point in terms of the above-described sense of “information,” Fodor says “the idea is that, although tokens of ‘slab’ that request slabs carry no information about slabs (if anything, they carry information about wants; viz., the information that a slab is wanted), still, some tokens of ‘slab’ presumably carry information about slabs (in particular, the tokens that are used to predicate slabhood of slabs do)” (1990, 97; emphasis added). The initial “tokens that are used to predicate slabhood of slabs,” he thus suggests, will admit of causal description; insofar as all subsequent understandings of the idea of being a slab can then be taken asymmetrically to depend on these baptismal tokenings—“but for there being tokens of ‘slab’ that carry information about slabs, I couldn’t get a slab by using ‘slab’ to call for one”—meaning has been grounded in causation. “My ‘slab’ requests are thus, in a certain sense, causally dependent on slabs even though there are no slabs in their causal histories” (1990, 97–98).

This amounts to just the Augustinian idea that so preoccupied Wittgenstein; what is distinctive, that is, about the tokens that initially “predicate slabhood of slabs” is that they can plausibly be described in terms of the ostension of perceptible particulars—in terms (as Augustine said) of “bodily movements” that represent “as it were the natural language of all peoples.” Fodor’s approach here would seem, then, to be vulnerable to the critique ventured by Wittgenstein; recognizing as much, Fodor precisely identifies the problem that remains in terms that echo Wittgenstein’s objection: “as it stands none of this is of any use to a reductionist. For, in these examples, we’ve been construing robustness by appeal to asymmetric dependences among linguistic practices. And linguistic practices depend on linguistic policies.” The problem is that “being in pursuit of a policy is being in an intentional state,” so how “could asymmetric dependence among linguistic practices help with the naturalization problem?” (1990, 98). The intelligibility of any of these baptismal tokenings as a linguistic act—the understanding of any particular utterance together with ostension as naming the thing indicated—already presupposes our knowing what it means to mean something; insofar, however, as that is just what we were trying to explain, the question is begged.

It is, finally, Fodor’s recognition of this problem that drives his argument for the necessity of positing a “language of thought.” Fodor’s argument, most basically, is that the point here developed opens an intolerable regress that can only be terminated by positing something, in a sense, that both is and is not a “language.” What is needed is again something that can be described both in terms of its semantic content (this is the sense in which it is like a language) and in terms of causally relatable particulars (this is the sense in which it is not). Here is a succinct statement of the argument:


Learning a language (including, of course, a first language) involves learning what the predicates of the language mean. Learning what the predicates of a language mean involves learning a determination of the extension of these predicates. Learning a determination of the extension of the predicates involves learning that they fall under certain rules (i.e., truth rules). But one cannot learn that P falls under R unless one has a language in which P and R can be represented. So one cannot learn a language unless one has a language. In particular, one cannot learn a first language unless one already has a system capable of representing the predicates in that language and their extensions. And, on pain of circularity, that system cannot be the language that is being learned. Bur first languages are learned. Hence, at least some cognitive operations are carried out in languages other than natural languages.

(FODOR 1975, 63–64)32



That is, there must be some kind of “language” other than languages like English and Sanskrit and Tibetan, since it could only be “in” some other language that one transacts the business of first learning any one of these. Contra Wittgenstein, then, it must actually be the case that a language-acquiring child does “already have a language, only not this one.” (We will see in chapter 6 that Mīmāṃsakas pressed a strikingly similar argument to very different ends.)

Fodor thus affirms that Wittgenstein’s characterization of Augustine’s account is “transparently absurd,” urging instead that the argument just sketched “suggests, on the contrary, that Augustine was precisely and demonstrably right and that seeing that he was is prerequisite to any serious attempts to understand how first languages are learned” (1975, 64). Augustine was right, in particular, to think there must be some naturalistically specifiable conditions (“as it were the natural language of all peoples”) upon which all instances of meaning, more generally, are asymmetrically dependent. The idea, then, that Fodor invokes—when, allowing that “broad” content may be compatible with his approach to mental causation, he says (we saw above at p. 67) that “modes of presentation are sentences of Mentalese”—is that a fundamentally causal account of thought’s relatedness to the world is possible insofar as language itself can be so described. Sentences of Mentalese, it thus seems we are to understand, are the language-like neurophysiological precipitates of perceptual encounters with the environment—encounters that can be causally described and upon which all other instances of meaningful thought are asymmetrically dependent. These primitive modes of presentation are like “sentences” in that their well-formedness is a function of “rules” that can be understood on the model of syntax—and, as well, in that they are the bearers of “information” regarding what causes them. It is, Fodor has thus argued, only in virtue of there being this kind of causally describable “content”—the kind that can be described in terms of things like photostimulation of retinal nerve endings or in terms of the demonstrative indication of perceptible particulars—that we can have the kind of meaningful content reflected in overt judgments.

Fodor’s solution to the disjunction problem—and, more generally, to the question of naturalistically specifiable conditions for our meaning any-thing—thus involves the idea that all instances of meaningful thought are asymmetrically dependent upon causally describable episodes that are just intrinsically language-like. This can be understood as amounting to a concession that, in effect, we don’t know how a mental event can mean or represent or be about some other thing—that, in other words, if there seems to be no way to get the semantic character of the mental into a naturalistically described picture, it must just be part of that picture from the beginning. Characterizing the argument we’ve just rehearsed, Daniel Dennett says to similar effect that “some elegant, generative, indefinitely extendable principles of representation must be responsible” for the brain’s having “solved the problem of combinatorial explosion,” but “we have only one model of such a representation system: a human language. So the argument for a language of thought comes down to this: what else could it be?” (1987, 35). Insofar, that is, as the intentionality of the mental cannot be characterized without reference to certain features of language, the would-be naturalizer of mental content can simply hold that the relevant features of language must therefore just intrinsically characterize the structure and function of the brain.

This move, we saw from the beginning of this chapter, is motivated by the problem of mental causation; the foregoing is proposed as an account on which the kinds of things that explain how we can mean anything are at the same time the kinds of things—things, like brain events, with spatiotemporal identity criteria—that can cause movements of the body. If Fodor has in more recent years been willing to account for mental content as constitutively related to the world, the salient point remains his insistence that it is only as causally related that it can “really” be so. Whatever else it’s meant to do, Fodor’s language of thought thus undergirds an approach according to which a propositional attitude’s causing behaviors is the only way to think it real. To the extent, however, that the “language”-like features of the brain are thus invoked chiefly to explain how mental states that are about things can also be the causes of things like muscle contractions, their being “about” their contents may remain finally epiphenomenal; it is, once again, only the causal level of description that has explanatory significance here. We still have, to that extent, the problems that go with thinking that reasons are explanatorily significant only insofar as they can be described in terms of something other than their semantic content. Mental content is here finally explained, moreover, by a redescription in causal terms of what is supposedly the same thing—but it remains unclear whether we are entitled to think such an alternative description really picks out the same thing we have in view when we talk of reasons and beliefs.

CONCLUSION: DOES DENNETT’S APPROACH REPRESENT AN ALTERNATIVE?

We can usefully conclude our survey of the computational iteration of cognitivism by looking briefly at some proposals from Daniel Dennett, whose project differs from Fodor’s in ways that can help us bring more sharply into relief some of the basic problems with characteristically cognitivist approaches. Much influenced by cognitive-scientific research in artificial intelligence and related fields, Dennett is inclined to embrace Fodor’s “language of thought” hypothesis but recognizes it as distinct from the position he (Dennett) most wants to defend—a position that can be represented as an alternative way to be a realist about propositional attitudes. Thus, in contrast to the focus on efficient causation that can be said to characterize Fodor’s project, Dennett’s approach can be taken to allow for something like a teleological level of description; reflecting as much, Dennett says that “while belief is a perfectly objective phenomenon (that apparently makes me a realist), it can be discerned only from the point of view of one who adopts a certain predictive strategy” (1987, 15).33

The idea here introduced is that intentionality is best understood in terms of what Dennett calls the “intentional stance.” Attributing the intentional stance to (nota bene) an object consists, he says, in “treating the object whose behavior you want to predict as a rational agent with beliefs and desires and other mental stages exhibiting what Brentano and others call intentionality” (1987, 15). That is, we invoke “intentional stance” descriptions whenever we usefully treat some object or creature as though it entertained the kinds of discursive thoughts in terms of which its patterned behaviors are reasonably thought of as purposeful. My “as though” locution should not be taken to suggest that Dennett denies the reality of the patterns that come into view by assuming the intentional stance; it is just Dennett’s point to stress that “intentional stance description yields an objective, real pattern in the world” (1987, 34). If we imagine, for example, extraterrestrial observers experiencing highly complex rational behaviors—those, for example, constituting the commerce of a stock exchange—as consisting in nothing more than interactions among fathomlessly many subatomic particles, we would be right to judge them as having “failed to see a real pattern in the world they are observing” (1987, 26).

Distinguishing the intentional stance idea from Fodor’s language of thought hypothesis, Dennett emphasizes that the latter represents only one possible way (albeit one he thinks probably correct) to explain how and why intentional stance descriptions work. Given Fodor’s hypothesis, the patterned behaviors of some objects can be successfully predicted by attributing the intentional stance just insofar as those behaviors are “produced by another real pattern roughly isomorphic to it within the brains of intelligent creatures” (1987, 34). The language of thought hypothesis thus has it that insofar as there are real behavioral patterns of the sort that would lead us to characterize an object’s behavior as purposeful, there must be corresponding patterns in the object’s internal states (in, e.g., its brain events). While Dennett thinks this is probably right, he urges that one does not need to accept that view in order to hold the view he chiefly wants to defend, which is that an intentional level of description picks out patterns that only emerge given the adoption of this stance.

Nevertheless, it’s chief among Dennett’s points to urge that intentional characterizations do not require that we invoke the kinds of universals that arguably figure in accounts of the semantic content of intentional states. With respect, for example, to the operations of a computer that is “playing” chess, he says that “doubts about whether the chess-playing computer really has beliefs and desires are misplaced; for the definition of intentional systems I have given does not say that intentional systems really have beliefs and desires, but that one can explain and predict their behavior by ascribing beliefs and desires to them.” Precisely how one imagines what is thus ascribed, he says, “makes no difference to the nature of the calculation one makes on the basis of the ascriptions” (1981, 7). Like Fodor, Dennett thus takes his bearings from the eminently computationalist idea that it is the patterned “syntax” that really matters and that beliefs therefore need not be individuated in terms of their semantic content. The claim, rather, is that “all there is to being a true believer is being a system whose behavior is reliably predictable via the intentional strategy, and hence all there is to really and truly believing that p (for any proposition p) is being an intentional system for which p occurs as a belief in the best (most predictive) interpretation” (1987, 29).

Central to this proposal, I think, is the idea that intentionality can thus be described from a third-person perspective; that is the real point in understanding the intentional stance as usefully attributed to any of the various objects whose behaviors might usefully be predicted in terms thereof. Being rational, Dennett thus says, “is being intentional[,] is being the object of a certain stance” (1981, 271; emphasis mine).34 By thus characterizing intentionality, Dennett aims to avoid invoking anything that will not admit of explanation; “whenever we stop in our explanations at the intentional level we have left over an unexplained instance of intelligence or rationality” (1981, 12). Reference, in any account of a person’s intentionally describable actions, to the content of her beliefs is problematic, then, just insofar as “rationality is being taken for granted, and in this way shows us where a theory is incomplete” (1981, 12). Reference to the content of a subject’s beliefs does not, that is, explain anything; indeed, this is precisely the point where, for Dennett as for Fodor, explanation is called for. The idea that the explanation must be essentially “third-personal” reflects Dennett’s confidence that this is a finally empirical matter, such as will admit of a scientific answer; his idea of “intentional systems” is invoked as “a bridge connecting the intentional domain (which includes our ‘common-sense’ world of persons and actions, game theory, and the ‘neural signals’ of the biologist) to the non-intentional domain of the physical sciences” (1981, 22).

Significantly, though, Dennett allows that anything can be an intentional system “only in relation to the strategies of someone who is trying to explain and predict its behavior” (1981, 3–4; emphasis mine). It’s revealing to ask, in this regard, for whom the system in question is thus the “object” of a “stance”; more compellingly, what is the person for whom some system is thus an “object” of the intentional stance doing in attributing that stance? The point is that attributing the intentional stance to anything—regarding any object as though it were acting as we act when we act purposefully—is itself an intentional idea par excellence. The intentional stance idea does not, to that extent, explain anything at all about intentionality; for we understand what it means to attribute the “intentional stance” to anything only insofar as we already have a first-personal experience of acting based on reasons. Insofar as it is thus intelligible only with reference to our own experienced intentionality, this idea cannot explain the very thing we supposedly want to understand.

Dennett seems to acknowledge as much when he notes an asymmetry that is crucial to his thought experiment about alternative descriptions of the workings of a stock market: namely, “the unavoidability of the intentional stance with regard to oneself and one’s fellow intelligent beings” (1987, 27). I do not see, however, that he addresses the significance of this concession. What this unavoidability brings into view is the extent to which intentionality may not, in principle, be exhaustively describable with reference only to a third-person perspective. There is, as G. F. Schueler puts the point I’m after, “a ‘non-theoretical’ element at the heart of reasons explanations, namely the way I understand my own case when I act for a reason” (2003,160). The “furthest down” we can go, that is, in thinking about what is meant by the kind of constitutively intentional action that will admit of demands for justification, is to understand it in terms of what I am doing when I experience myself as acting for a reason.35 This, I think, is effectively the point John Haugeland makes in characterizing “the ultimate limitation” of the intentional stance idea as being that “neither knowledge nor understanding is possible for a system that is itself incapable of adopting a stance” (1993, 67).

This is the problem, finally, with what Dennett allows is his “apparently shallow and instrumentalistic criterion of belief” (1987, 29).36 However instrumentally useful it is to make reference to belief, the intentional level of description is not, on Dennett’s account, to be reckoned as picking out anything that is (in Dharmakīrti’s idiom) “ultimately real.” As Lynne Rudder Baker puts the same point, Dennett is “explicitly committed to… the ‘stance-dependence’ of features attributed from the intentional stance” (1987, 154). That is, an intentional level of description picks out phenomena that are, on Dennett’s account, real only insofar as they are conveniently assumed for purposes of attributing the intentional stance; this is in contrast to the ontology of items invoked in the kinds of “physical stance” descriptions that ultimately ground Dennett’s explanations. Insofar, however, as the very idea of the intentional stance is intelligible only given our own understanding of what we are doing in attributing this stance, it cannot be right to say that its reality depends only upon the predictive strategies of others; it must, rather, always already be integral to what we are trying to understand—indeed, integral to our trying to understand it.

But it seems, to that extent, that an intentional level of description is not so much instrumental as constitutive—in which case, the conceptual work done by the contrast between Dennett’s levels of explanation is empty. Insofar as an intentional level of description is necessarily presupposed even by the proponent of an account on which that is only “instrumental,” one cannot coherently claim to offer an explanation of the intentional level in terms of a putatively privileged level of description.37 Despite Dennett’s differences from Fodor, we thus see here, too, something of how difficult it is to advance a naturalistic (read: nonintentional) explanation of intentionality—how difficult it is, in particular, to reconcile any intentional description of the mental (a description of the mental as contentful) with causal descriptions thereof. While Dennett’s project may, then, be taken to represent an alternative to Fodor’s as a way to be realist about the propositional attitudes, both approaches essentially privilege causal explanation; it is finally to this extent that they are similarly problematic.

We have seen, then, that Fodor’s appropriation of the computer metaphor is guided by a preoccupation with the problem of mental causation; what the example of computation most compellingly offers is a way to imagine how a sequence of causally related states can at the same time represent the steps in a chain of reasoning. Elaborating this insight, Fodor develops the idea that the “contentful” character of thought is finally explicable in terms of narrow content—in terms, that is, of a level of description that can be individuated with reference only to factors somehow internal to a subject. Fodor takes this view to be supported by the same considerations that make the problem of mental causation pressing in the first place—considerations that recommend the conclusion that thought’s content must be inside the head. He also takes it, though, to be supported by the kinds of considerations that Donald Davidson marshaled to argue that reasons explanations should finally be reckoned as causal explanations—epistemic considerations, that is, having to do with what a subject believes to be the case, which are logically independent of the objective states of affairs that a subject takes her beliefs to be about. There is, however, a real question whether these two lines of argument (the causal and the epistemic arguments for narrow content) converge on the same conclusion; arguing that they do not, I suggested that, as we initially saw regarding Davidson, there is no reason to think, given the minimal sense in which reasons may be causes, that reasons must therefore consist in the kinds of efficient causes that can be thought to impel movements of the body.

Moreover, we have seen that the computational model problematically recommends the view that beliefs can (as Fodor’s methodological solipsism is meant to suggest) finally be individuated without any reference to what they are about; if Fodor’s computational processes involve factors that are both “syntactically” and “semantically” evaluable, it is nevertheless only in terms of the former level of description that any explanatory work is done. To that extent, and despite the very basis of the appeal to computers, reference to beliefs arguably remains epiphenomenal on the computational iteration of cognitivism. Noting Fodor’s concession that this was a significant concern, we turned to his attempt to ground the contentfulness of thought in what he figuratively calls a “language of thought”—in the “syntax” of thought’s relations to internal representations that, though intrinsically related to the environment, are still reckoned to be real only as causally related. But even when Fodor tries to allow that “broad content” may figure in the explanation of behavior, he remains committed to the idea that it’s only under a causal description that this could be so; we are, to that extent, still faced with the problem that the content of beliefs may be epiphenomenal. As long as it’s supposed that beliefs do what they do only insofar as they can be described in terms of something other than their semantic content—as long, in Kant’s terms, as it’s supposed that reason finally figures in accounts of what we are “only as empirically conditioned”—this will be a problem.

Dennett, in contrast to Fodor, advances a basically computationalist approach that nevertheless aims to allow for the reality of the patterns that emerge on something like a teleological level of description. Despite the significance of this gesture of accommodation with regard to semantic content, Dennett’s “intentional stance” idea nevertheless relegates reason and belief to merely instrumental status; reference to these is instrumentally useful, that is, in predicting the seemingly purposeful behaviors of certain objects, but the whole point of the idea is to circumvent the question whether these “objects” really have the beliefs we find it useful to attribute to them. The very idea of intentionality as a possible “stance” is itself intelligible, however, only given our own first-personal acquaintance with what it is to have the kinds of beliefs thus attributed; to that extent, what we are doing in attributing the intentional stance to any object is already exhibiting intentionality, which turns out therefore to be presupposed by Dennett’s proposed explanation thereof. Dennett’s distinction between the instrumentally real and the really real parts of his picture thus turns out to be incapable of doing the work it needs to do, and the intentional stance idea finally gives us no traction on the problem of intentionality.

We will see in chapters 4 through 6 that many of the essentials of the foregoing picture apply, mutatis mutandis, to Dharmakīrti’s project as well. Thus, having already seen in chapter 1 something of the extent to which Dharmakīrti privileges causal explanation, we will see in chapter 4 that Dharmakīrti’s apoha doctrine represents a full-fledged attempt to explain conceptual mental content in just such terms; we will see in chapter 5 that that account relates closely to his doctrine of svasaṃvitti, which can be understood as in important respects similar to Fodor’s methodological solipsism; and we will see in chapter 6 that Brahmanical philosophers of the Mīmāṃsā school and Buddhist philosophers of the Madhyamaka school pressed, with regard to these commitments of Dharmakīrti, arguments to the effect that Dharmakīrti cannot make his own case for these without helping himself to precisely the kinds of things he claims to explain thereby. Before returning, however, to the project of Dharmakīrti, we will first try to get a bit more clear, in the next chapter, on just what it is we are talking about when we ask about intentionality, and about why it’s reasonably thought that an intentional level of description may constitutively be the sort of thing that resists such explanations as Fodor and Dennett have proposed. More particularly, we turn now to the elaboration of a basically Kantian story of why and how reason itself can be taken to epitomize what Brentano characterized as “reference to a content, direction toward an object.”
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