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In hisimportant paper, Orhe Cornceivability of Mechanism,ONormen Ma colmargues
aganst amechanistic account of themind. Macolm contendsthat aconrpletely mechanistic
account of the mind dlows no place for Gourposve explanationsOto bring about events,
Consequently, if the mind ismerely aneurophysiolog ca mechanism, no personever performs
an actionfor reasonsthe personholds. 1n other words, awholly mechani stic account ofthemind
leaves noroomfor rationd explanationsof events. Just asit isincorrect to damthat the
mechanistic actions of mousetrgps, thermogats, and fax machinesareratiord, soit would be
fdseto say that the mind operatesrationdly, if it isanother physica mechanismof the same sort.
Ma colmfindsamechani stic account of the mind inconceivable becauseit isimpossiblefor
sonmeoneto assert that the mind does not act on the basisofreasons, whichisitself asserted on
thegroundsthat onehasgoodreasonsto bdieweit.

If Malcolm@argument is sound, no mechanistic account of themind can be asserted as
true. Inwhat follows, | will develop Ma colm@argument against mechanismand defend it

agang sone ofitsmost prominent objections.

An Argument Againg Mecanism
Beforearguing that affirming amechani stic account ofthemind isuntengble, it is
important to specify what ismeant by amechani stic concept of the mind. A mechani stic account

ofthemind iswhat would bethe case for astrictly physicd world (heresfter, just Gohysical

! Normen Macolm, Orhe Conceivability of Mechanism, OPilosophical Review 77 (1968): 45-72.



worldQ). A physica worldis, for my purposes, onethat possessesthree characteristics. The
firg trait of aphysica world isthat it acceptsthe causa dosureofthephysicd dorain. As
Jeegwon Kimhas noted, the causd closure ofthe physicd dormeinisacentrd tenet of
physicdism. Rgectingthe causa dosureprinc plewould spell disaster for physicdists, asKim
notes, because the denid ofthis principle woud permit explanaionsand causeswhere non
physicd entities bring about physicd events.®

A second defining characterigtic of aphysica world istha dl causeswithinit must be
physical causes and Al explangtionsmust be p/ysical explanadions. Thisfollonsfromthe causa
cloaureofthephysicd domain. 1f something nonphysicad coud causeor explan sonmethingina
world, thiswoudviolatethe causa dosureofthe physica donmeain. But what should count asa
physica cause or explanation? Some may beindined to say that physicd causesand explanations
areprecisdythosetha followthelans of physicsor someunified scientifictheory. This
agoproach to define physicd causes, however, isnot likely to offer much help dueto thedilemma
medefamousby Carl Hempel.* Hempel@dilemmastatesthat if physica causesareidentified
with ascientifictheory, it must refer either to contemporary science or to someided conpleted
science. Thefirst hom of the dilemmais unacceptable because mog physicdistswould concede
that current scienceisfase.®> The second hom may provide asufficient hope for the physicalist

to CGkeep thefaith,Obut this apped istoovegueto be useful asadefinitionof physicalism.

2 These traits come from William Hasker@analysis of the why the physica isn®closed. See William
Hasker, 7he £mergent Self (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1999), ch. 3.

3 Jeegwon Kim, Orhe Myth of Non-Reductive Materidism,Oi N Supervenience and Mind (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 280.

* Carl Hempel, Orhe Function of Generd Lansin History, Qfournal of Philosophy 39, no. 2 (1942): 35-
48.

® Some think thisis obviously true since contemporary science afirms both quentumtheory and string
theory, which areincompatible with each other.



Rather than tryto explain physica causesintermsof science, thereisanother goproach
that attemptsto distinguish the nature of physicd causes. William Hasker takesthisgpproach by
providing auseful criterionof physica causesand explanations: O\l physical causationand
physica explanation must be mechanistic.(3 But what doesit mean to be mechanistic? Theview
that theworld isliterdly amachine that runslike Neatonian dodkwork is not applicablefor
contemporary science (norisit likely tofit futuremodelsof science). So, what ismeant by
QrechanisticC? Theanswer to thisquestionisexplainedin my next characterizationof
physicdism.

Thethird trait of physicalismgives asuitable definition for Gnechanistic.O Hasker
propoes the following: QVlechanistic causationand mechanistic explanationare fundamentally
norteleologcd.G Thisdefinitionof mechanismseemsfitting becauseit does not conmit oneto
any particular view of physics, and it seemsflexible enough to account for any robust
physicdism. Theideaisthat mechanismimpliesthat the proximete causesare lindOto the
endsthey bring about.? Rather than acting for future purposes and gods, mechanistic causes
follownon-purposve antecedent conditionsthat fix their respective outcomes.

Ma colm@argument daimsthat in order to beratiord, aperson must act for Qourposve
reasons.O Since physicalismrequires (A) the causd dosureofthe physicd, (B) thetotdity of dll
causes and explanations must be physicd, and (C) mechanistic explanations are fundamentally

non-purposveNit naturaly followsthat no proximete actionor explanation could be performed

5 Hasker, LEmergent Self, 62.

"Ibid., 63.

8 Hasker iscareful to say that thisonly commitsone to say that proximete causes are non-purposive. Some
mechanisticaly caused events can be explained teleologicdly. For example, the thermostat turnsthe furnace off and
on in order 1o keep therooma aconstant temperature. Yet, the thermostat®proximeate cause for turning off and on
(e.g., astrip of metd, cooled by the ambient air, became bent in such awayto close the electricd circuit) isnon-
teleologicd.



by aperson for purposvereasors. Furthermore, if someone cameto believethat hismind
operated as aphys cd mechanism, hewoud beforced to confessthat hedid not cometo that
belief fromrationd causes. Therefore, thedodrinethat themind isaphysica mechanismentails
aninconsistency when anyore assertsthat it isratiord to believeit istrue. Note Macolm®@
concern:

Theabsurdity liesin the human act of asserting thedodrine. Theoccurrenceof thisact

of assertionisincons stent with the corntent oftheassertion The merepropostionthat

mechanismistrueisnot saf-contradictory. But the conjunctive propostion,

(QMlechanismistrue and someone assertsit to betrue, Ois salf-cortradictory. Thus

anyone@ assertionthat mechanismistrueisnecessarily fase. Theassertionimpliesits

own fasity by virtue of providing acounterexampleto what is asserted.’

Thisargument hasbeen extended and dightly amended by severa contemporary
philosophers.® Macolm@argument originally foaused onthe problem of mechanismto explain
humen behavior. Theamended formsof Ma colm@argument, however, focusonthe
implicationshisargument hasfor theratiord natureofthemind. Hasker explainswhat followsif
themindisaphysica mechanism: On aphysicdisticworld, principlesof sound reasoring have
no relevance determining what actualy happens.3* Consequently, GDn the assumptionof the
causd cdosaureofthephysicd, no oneever acceptsabelief becauseit issupported by good

reasons. Tosaythat thiscongtitutesaseriousprobdemfor physicdismseemsan

understatement.(? On pain of unassertability, then, physicaistsmust reject oneofitscore

® M colm, GConceivebility of Mechanism, 067-68.

1% For example, William Hasker, Orhe Transcendentd Refutation of Determinism,QSousern Journal of
Philosophy 11 (1973): 175-83; Lynne Rudder Beker, Saving Belief: A Critigue of Physicalism (Princeton, NX
Princeton University Press, 1989), ch. 7; Victor Reppert, CEliminative Materidism, Cognitive Suicide, and Begging
the QueSIion,OMelap/zdosop/zy 23, no. 4 (1992): 378-92; Hasker, Lmergent Self, ch. 3; Victor Reppert, CCausd
Closure, Mechanismand Retiond Inference, OP%ilosophia Chrisui 3 (2001): 473-84.

1 Hasker, Emergent Self, T1.

1bid., 68.



principlesand dlowfor non-physica causes™ to bring about ratiord actionsand beliefs. Since
phys cdismunderminesthe groundsfor itsown assertability, physicaismcontansaprobdemof
sf-reference. Although physicdismcoud ill betrue, itstruth comeswith the steep price of
undermining therationdity of believing physicdismitself.

Thephysicdig ispresented with adilemma. If physicdismistrue, then the belief that
physicdismistrueisunassertable onrationd grounds. Onthe other hand, if people hold sorme
beliefs (including the belief that physicadismistrue) onthebasisof ratiord reasons, then
physicdismisunassertable. The physicdist@optiorsarenot atractive; either accept
irrationdity or rgject physicdiam. | should notetha strictly speaking thisisnot aproofthat
physicdismisfdse* However, thisprovides groundsfor dismissing physicdismsincethis

showsif physcdismistrue, thenitisirraiond to beievethat physicdismistrue.

Objedions
Thisapplicationof Ma colm@argument to themind, leads meto condudethat themind
ismorethan aphysicad mechanism. Inwha follows, | will respond to three objectionsthat |
foresee asthemog plausiblewaysout ofthisargument for physicdigts. | intend to showtha
theseroutesare Qilead endsOfor physicdists. Although, | suspect these points of disagreement
might smply unvell further fundamenta disagreementsthat physicdistsand advocates of
Macolm@argument maintain. If thelatter isso, | suspect that my project will requiremore

argumentsto establish principlesthat | have presumed arefundamenta.

13 Aswill become evident later in this paper, the kinds of causesthat | believe are needed are agent causes.
Saytuned for more on thislater in the paper.

4| would like to thank John Dilworth for pointing thisout to mein an earlier draft of this paper, which
atempted to argue for the more strong thesistha physicdismisfdse. | seetha my previous conclusion cannot be
maintained on the grounds| amarguingin thispaper, and | amgraeful that John forced meto seethis.



Objedion #1NGlobal External Justification

Ma colm@argument might be averted if oneacceptsaglobd formof externa
justification After al, Macolm@argument arisesbecause aperson isasserting sonmethingis
truewithout the groundsfor doing so. Perhaps by adopting globd externd justification, one
could gtill assert something to betruewithout having accessto the appropriaeinternd cognitive
reasonsthat justify the assertion

The probemwiththisobjectionisthat it isfar tooimplausible. Foritisnotsufficient
merelyto vindicate externd justificationin order to rebut Macolm@argument. Inorder to
achievethisend, onewould have to maintain thet a// Anowledge iswarranted through
purposaess physical mechaniams, which are notinternalyintrogpectable by anyone. Macolm@
argument isconsstent with amitigated view of externd judtification It isnot conpatible,
however, with an epistemology that dlowseven oneinstance ofinternd judtification Inorder to
subgtantiate the radica formof externalismneeded to overturn my applicationof Macolm®
argument, onewould haveto vindicate globd externd judtification

Thisatempt to overturn Macolm@argument fails, though, because of numerousand
independently condlusive obstadlesNitwo ofwhich | will renearse here. Firdt, if globel
externdismistrue, thiswould go contrary to the actud experience one hasin the practice of
reasoning. We often believethat we drawinferences on the basisofreasonsofwhichweare
anarethat congtitute groundsfor reachingthose condusions. Typicd formsofexterndismcdam
that thissort ofinternd reasoning accountsfor some, but notdl, ofthewayswearewarrantedin

acquiringknowledge. Globd externdism, ontheother hand, must accept that noneofour



knowedge can be acquired frominternd inferencesofthissort. Itisthisextremethesisthat flies
contraryto the actud experienceswe have when draning inferences.

More significantly, globd externdismseemsguilty ofthe chargeofviciouscircularity.
Onwhat basisisone supposed to evduate whether apurposless externd mechanismisreliable?
Theonyanswer avalableto the globd externdist isthevery externd proaess, whichisin
question Thisdrcularityisprobdematic and obvioudy so. Oneatempt to overconethis
difficulty will apped to thetheory of evolutionto ground theratiord inferences of amechanica

mind, whichistheobectionl shdl addressnext.

Objedion #2NEvolution asthe Groundsfor Rationality

Another way to reject Macolm@argument isto argue that evolutionhasbrought about
rationd cognitive facultiesthrough non-purposve means. Theideaisthat creatureswith
cognitive mechanismsthat did not reliably producetrue bdiefswould bemorelikelyto dieand
not passontheir genes. Creatureswith reliable cognitive mechanisms, ontheother hand, would
be morelikelyto surviveand passontheir genes. Therefore, it isconpatible, conera Macolm,
that themind could beaphysica mechanismthat generaestruebeliefs.

But gppeding to evolutionto vaidate our cognitive faculties hasbeen chalenged by
Alvin Plantinga@renowned evolutiorery argument against naturaism (EAAN).*> EAAN presses
evolutionary theory to ansner the following questiort Why should we expect purposgess

evolutionary proaessesto provide the necessary meansfor giving humansreliable cognitive

15 Alvin Hantinga, Warrant and Proper Function (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), ch. 12; idem,
Warranted Christian Belief (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 227-40. Seedso JamesBeilby, ed.,
Naturalism Defeated?: Essays on Plantinga s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism (1theca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2003).



faculties? Of our cognitivefacultieshave originated as Dankinsthinks, Owrites Plantinga, Qhen
their ultimeate purpoeor function (if they ave apurpose or function) will be sonething like
survival (ofindividud, species, gene, or genotype); but then it seemsinitialy doubtful that
among ther functiorsNultimete, proximete, or otherwiseNwoud bethe productionof true
beliefs. J° Pantinganotes PatriciaChurchland@descri ptionof evolution@processfor
section
Boiled down to essentids, anervous system enables the organismto succeed in the four
F& feeding, fleeing, fighting and reproducing. The principle chore of nervous systems
isto get the body partswherethey should bein order that the organismmay survive. . . .
Improvementsin sensorimotor control confer an evolutionary advantage: afancier style
of representing isadventageous.so long as it is geared to the organism s way of life and
enhances the organism s chances of survival. Truth, whatever that is, definitely teakesthe
hindmog.*’
Even Darwin himself worried about the epistemic ramifications of hisevolutionery theory:
With methe horrid doubt aways ariseswhether the convictiornsof men@mind, which
has been developed fromthe mind of lower animdls, are of any vdueor a dl trustworthy.
Woud any oretrust in the convctionsof amorkey@mind, if thereare any convictions
insuchamind?*®
Plantingaexploits Marwin@doubtOin EAAN by figuring that given (R) thet our
cognitivefacultiesarereliable, what isthe probebility of the following three propostionsbeing
true: that (N) metaphysica naturdism, (E) humanshave cognitive facultiesthat have arisen
through evolution, and (C) we have cognitivefaculties of thissort that produce beliefsofthis
kind. Using Bayes® Theorem, Plantingaexpresses EAAN thisway:™

P(N& E& C)" P(RIN&E & C)

P(N& E& C|R) = 5R)

16 Rentinga, Warrant and Proper Funciion, 218.

17 pariciaChurchland, quotedin Plantinga, Warrant and Proper Function, 218.

18 Charles Darwin, Letter to William Graham, quotedin Rlantinga, Warrant and Proper Function, 219.
19 Rentinga, Warrant and Proper Funciion, 228.



Sncewebeieve our cognitivefacultiesare, infact, relidble, A(R) isverynear 1. Given
the reasonable doubts expressed by Darwin and Churchland, P(RIN & E&C) islessthan .5. Yet,
evenwith ahigh estimationof AIN& C& E), it followsthat PIN& E& C|R ) islow(below.5).
Corsequently, Plantinga@ EAAN demonstratesthat evolutioncannot provide away to assert that
themindisaratiord mechanism®

Another reasonto denythat evolutionprovidesabasisfor themind@ratiordity isthat
awlutionpredudesthe genesisofthe type of ratiord capaditiesrequisiteto refute Macolm®
argument.”* In other words, evolutionmay giveriseto menta states, but these mentd states
woud remainimpotent to causeanything. | will quickly rehearse sone argumentsthat have been
offered by Richard Sninburne and Alvin Flantingawho have showthat this epiphenomena view
of mentd entitiesisuntenable.

Oneof Sninburne@arguments showsthat menta sensationsdo, infact, cause
something to occur, namely one@bdliefsabout those sensations.? Mentd sensationsarethe
primary, if notthe only grounds, for believing that one hasmenta sensationsand for justifying
the content of one@menta sensations.”® Since menta sensations can cause something physica
tooacur (e.g., my utterances about beliefstha | have about mentd sensatiors),

epiphenomendismisfdse.

2\n Nawuralism Defeated?, Plantinga@argument is challenged by eleven capeble critics. In hisresponse
totheir criticisms, hewrites GEEAN seemsto me to emerge unscathedNor if abit scathed, then a least bloody but
unbowed. Indeed, | think the comments enable astrengthened version of the argumentE .((205).

2! For more on this see Hasker, Zmergent Self, 77-78; William Hasker, OTheismand Evolutionary
Biology, Oin Philip Quinn and Charles Tdidferro, eds., A Companion to the Philosophy of Religion (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1997), 430-31; Angus Menuge, Agents Under Fire: Materialism and the Rationality of Science
(New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2004), ch. 6.

%2 Richard Swinburne, Zvolution of the Soul, 20. ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 38-41.
Swinburne marshads other arguments agangt epiphenomendism elsawherein thiswork: 82-84, 100-2, 288-92.

23 gpinburne usesthe example of having an image of an eidetictiger. When one countsthe stripesof her
image of tiger, the cause for her knowledge of thetiger isher mentd sensation.
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Plantinganotesthat the probebility thet one@ cognitivefacultiesarerdiablegiven
naturaismwill betrue dther with orwithout one@menta states having causd efficacy. These
optionsare mutualy exdusively and exhaugtive. Inmy characterizetionof physicdism, | have
clamed that physicdismisconmitted to the causd doaureofthe physicd. Sncementd states
arenot physicd, they should not be ableto cause anything, so the probebility that physicdismis
truegiven that one@mentd states can cause oneto have bdliefsiszero. Thisleavestheonly
other dternativewhich statesthat physicdismmust accept that humans possess cognitive
facultiesthat work without one@menta states having causd efficacy.?* Because physicdismis
committed to the causa dosureofthe physicd, a best physicdistscan say mentd Satesare
epiphenormend. But it seemsobvioustha somementd statesare causaly efficacious, therefore,
somethingiswrongwith physicalism.®

S0, gppeding to evolutiondoes not seem like aviable way to save physicadismfrommy

versonof Macolm@argument.

Objedion #3NA Phys calist Account of Agent Causation
Thusfar, | ®e shown that an gpplicationof Macolm@argument showsthat physicaism

cannot account for rationdlity primerily because dl physica causesare non-purposve. A

24 Another way to state this argument is using the theoremon total probability. Since these option are
mutudly exclusively and exhaustive, the theoremon totd probability can expressthe P(R| N) thisway: P(R| N) =
P(R| N&C) P(C| N) + P(R] N&-C) P(-C| N). Thisideaistha the product on theright-hand Sde must equd 1 since
the causd closure of the physicad makesthe product on the left-hand side 0.

% Thisargument can be extended further, but spaceisfar too limited to do so. In correspondence, Victor
Reppert has suggested the following remark that points out the burden for the naturdist: Orhe point isthat in order
for the evolutionary argument to even get started you have to naturdize intentiondity, you haveto naturdizetruth,
you have to account for mentd causation in virtue of content, you need for logicd lansto be psychologicdly
relevant, and then if you give the naturdist dl that stuff, then you can till argue that evolution won' t necessarily pick
for truth. If you don' t have dl the other stuff first, then the evolutionary response Glunks out completely({Hasker)
because something can' t be opento the pressures of naturd selection unlessit ispart of the causd stream of
events.O
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physicdist coud object to the requirement that her iewentailsthat dl physica causesare nor+
purposve. She might argueforaphysicdist account of agent causation, whichwould alowfor
rationd causesto bring about events. If agent causationcan plausibly be melded with
physicdism, it woud seemthat physicdismdoesnotfall preyto theohjectionsraisedinmy
argument.

Jan Cover and John O@eary-Hanthorme have presented an argument that highlightsthe
difficultiesfor physicaismto provide an account of agent causation?® For agent causesare
taken to be enduring substancesthat persst and are wholly present at aplurdity oftimes. Ona
physicdigt account, themog plausible account of an enduring substance that has agent causd
properties(for humans) isto say tha human agents are human animasor biolog ca humen
organiams. Moreower, agent causationholdsto aprinciplethat statestha the fundamentd causd
powersof the agent aren®determined wholly or partly by propertiesthet are extrinscto the
agent.

Fromthe above commitments of physicalismand agent causation, Cover and OQeary-
Hanthornefind thetwo views an unlikely pair:

Intheactud world, Jan agent-causes hisdecisonto stop daydreaming about dimbing

big mountainsand to work on philosophy instead. Supposetheagencytheorist

identifies Jan with the sdlient physica organism. Consider nowworld W wherethe
decisonismedeby abraininavat intringcdly identica with theone Jan enjoysin this
world, surrounded by 145 poundsof organism-stuff. Inthe actua world, thebrain does
not agent-causethedecision, but inthebrain-in-vat worlditdoes. . ... Thusthe

meteridist agency theorist will haveto either giveup theprincipleor daimtha evenin
theactua world, agentsare brainsand not physicd organisms.®’

%6 Jn Cover and John OQeary-Hanthorne, GFree Agency and Materidism,Oin Fadth, Freedom and
Rationality, ed. Jff Jordan and Daniel Howard-Shyder (Lanham, MD: Rowmen & Littlefield, 1996), 47-71.
27 \ g
Ibid., 69.
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ThedilenmaCover and OQeary-Hanthorneraise showstheimprobeble conpatibility
of physicdismand agent causation Sinceto deny the principleregarding the causa powersofan
agent arewhollyintringcisto deny agent causation, the physicdist woud haveto tryto meke the
cdamthat human agentsare brainsrather than human organisms. Thissecond optionmay seem
plausblea first blush, but alittle reflectiondemongratesthe philosophicd quagmiretowhichit
leads. Shouldwe gpply mord predicates of praise and blameto brains, rather than persons?
Furthermore, we coud cortinueto dividethe partsof the brain up to try to find the GigentGin
thebran. Isit theright-hemisphereofthebraintha istheagent? Forthesereasors, it seems
ankwerd, if notdtogether irreconcilable, to maintain that physicdismand agent causationare

conpdible.

Conclusion
My argument hasbeen that accepting (A) the causd dosure ofthe physicd, (B) that dll
causesare physicd, and (C) dl mechanigtic causesare non-purposve, resultsin aviewthat
underminestheratiordity of assertingitsown truth. Consequently, one ofthese principlesmust
bewrong. But since physicaismseems committed to al oftheseprinciples, it seemsthat
physicdismmust be cast aside. At minimum, | believe thismeansaccepting somekind of theory
ofagent causation® Indeed, Mdcolm@argument seemsto showthat ratiordity requiresa

denid ofone, if not dl, ofthe commitmentsof physicalism.*

28 A recent explication of agent causation isspelled out in Timothy O@onnor, Persons and Causes: The
Metaphysics of Free Will (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).

29| would like to thank John Churchill, John Dilworth, and Victor Reppert for helpful feedback on
earlier drafts of this paper, and who bear no responsibility for any errors in reasoning (or otherwise) | may
have made.



