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Unbunking Arguments

A Case Study in Metaphysics
and Cognitive Science

Christopher Frugé

A metainduction on the history of metaphysical debates suggests a healthy skepti-
cism as to their eventual resolution. To some extent, of course, metainductions on
most philosophical subjects lead to skepticism, but disputes in metaphysics seem
particularly intractable. When do two objects ever compose another? The univer-
salist says, “Always” The nihilist says, “Never.” Are the statue and the lump of clay
constituting it two things or one? The multithinger says, “Two!” The one-thinger says,
“One!” Is there an objective passage of time? The A-theorist says, “Of course there is
becoming. Time flows from past to present” The B-theorist says, “Of course there
is no becoming. All times coexist in a timeless manner” At most one side can be
right, but it is hard to see on what grounds one might decide between them. In this
chapter, I outline three ways metaphysical disputes are prone to intractability and
then suggest a way forward.

The first way in which resolutions are hard to come by is that similar problems
arise for both sides of a metaphysical dispute. The second is that opposing meta-
physical views are often equally descriptively powerful. The third is that metaphys-
ical intuitions and beliefs have no source of independent confirmation. The realist
metaphysician who wants to treat such disputes as substantive must give a reason to
think progress can be made.

The most promising way to do so, I argue, is by giving an unbunking argument—
the debunking argument’s good twin. An unbunking argument for metaphysics
would give reason to think that either all or a subset of metaphysical beliefs are
caused by one or more processes that are reliable with respect to the relevant meta-
physical truths, and it would do so without needing to assume any truths about the
domain in question. The most promising sort of metaphysical unbunking argument,
I suggest, relies on the cross-domain strategy. It argues that a process that is reliable
in a given nonmetaphysical domain is also responsible for beliefs about a metaphys-

ical domain and that we have good reason to think this process remains reliable
386

9780190639679_Book.indb 386 @ 12-Dec-18 5:33:17 PM



oup UI@)RRECTED PROOF - FIRSTPROOFS, Wed Dec 12 2018, NEWGEN

from one domain to the other. By way of demonstration, I examine an unsuccessful
attempt to defend our modal beliefs due to Timothy Williamson (2008). I then for-

mulate a more successful unbunking argument that relies on cognitive science.

15.1 INTRACTABILITY OF METAPHYSICAL DISPUTES

The first manner in which metaphysical questions are resistant to answers is that
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similar problems often arise for both sides of a metaphysical dispute.! Take the de-
bate over whether there exist composite objects, those objects that have proper parts.
On one side is the realist, who holds that composite objects exist. On the other side is
the nihilist, who denies this. One of the nihilist's main arguments is that from causal
overdetermination.” Let S be a collection of simple noncomposite particles arranged
baseball-wise. Suppose S breaks a window. Now suppose that above and beyond the
simples arranged baseball-wise there is in fact another object, the baseball, com-
posed out of them. If so, the baseball is a sufficient cause of the window breaking,
and so there are two sufficient causes of the window breaking: the baseball and the
collection of simples arranged baseball-wise S. If there are indeed composite objects,
this sort of causal overdetermination is rampant. Any effect of an event involving a
collection of simples would be just as well explained by an event involving a com-
posite object. On the supposition that there isn’t rampant overdetermination, then
there are no composites—at least assuming that composites can’t be epiphenomenal
and lack causal powers.

But as Karen Bennett notes, if overdetermination is a problem for the realist,
then it is equally a problem for the nihilist (2009, 68-69). Take the collection of
simples arranged baseball-wise S. Again, suppose S breaks a window. Now take an-
other set of simples arranged baseball-wise S’, which is just S minus a single simple.
S’ exists, hits the window, and is sufficient to break it, and so the window breaking
is overdetermined. As before, this overdetermination is rampant. For any effect of
an event involving some arrangement of simples, there is another event involving a
different arrangement of simples that would also be sufficient to explain the effect.
This is just one example of one problem in one dispute, but it is not unique. For
many problems that plague one side of a metaphysical debate, there is an analogous
problem that plagues the other.

The second issue with metaphysical disputes is that the respective views are often
equally descriptively powerful in the sense that they can make all and only the same
claims about the world, except with respect to the narrow range of facts about which

they disagree. For instance, the compositional realist and the compositional nihilist

! The material of this paragraph and the next owes much to Karen Bennett (2009). See her paper for
a more detailed discussion and further examples.

2 Merricks 2001, 65-66. A wrinkle is that Merricks believes that persons exist, but we can ignore that
fact for expository purposes.
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can agree about everything, aside from putative composition facts. Take any world
w. The realist and nihilist can describe this world in the exact same way, except that
realist will claim that there are composition facts, whereas the nihilist won't. The re-
alist can say there is a baseball that breaks the window. The nihilist can invoke plural
quantification and say there are some simples that break the window. When two

metaphysical views are equally descriptively powerful in the preceding sense, then
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the only direct counterexamples to either view would be one of the disputed putative
facts. The only straightforward counterexamples to nihilism would be composite
objects, but their existence is precisely what is under discussion. Of course, this sort
of phenomenon is common to competing theories, but it is exacerbated in the met-
aphysical case given that the competing views are often empirically equivalent, and
so there is no agreed-upon independent source of evidence that can provide a clear
counterexample to either theory.

The third problem is that there is no independent way to corroborate our met-
aphysical beliefs and intuitions.” There is little external support for the verdicts of
many metaphysical intuitions and beliefs, because there is no uncontroversial set of
metaphysical facts to which we have access. This problem is exacerbated given that
we have little initial reason to think we're particularly good intuitors of the joints of

nature. As James Ladyman and Don Ross (2007) note:

Proficiency in inferring the large-scale and small-scale structure of our immediate en-
vironment, or any features of parts of the universe distant from our ancestral stomping
grounds, was of no relevance to our ancestors’ reproductive fitness. Hence, there is
no reason to imagine that our habitual intuitions and inferential responses are well

designed for science or for metaphysics. (2)

In effect, Ladyman and Ross offer an evolutionary debunking argument of meta-
physical beliefs and intuitions: evolution selected mechanisms that are responsible
for our metaphysical beliefs and intuitions, but metaphysical truth does not enhance
fitness and so there is no reason to think such mechanisms are reliable.

Perhaps the above problems leave the realist metaphysician with only the meth-
odology of appealing to broad considerations of theoretical virtue and consilience
with natural science—with little hope of ever coming to a single, indisputable met-
aphysical theory about a given domain.* However, in this chapter I explore whether
there might be an argument that local metaphysical beliefs and intuitions are justi-
fied. In the next section, I examine the structure of negative debunking arguments
before turning in section 15.3 to the structure of positive unbunking arguments.
This latter sort of argument seems the best hope for realist metaphysicians who want

to preserve some kind of justification for local metaphysical beliefs and intuitions.

* For the importance of external corroboration, see Weinberg 2007 and Sinnott- Armstrong 2006.
* For an argument that a multiplicity of metaphysical theories is a virtue, see Paul 2012.
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15.2 DEBUNKING ARGUMENTS

Debunking arguments aim to show that we have no reason to think that our beliefs
about a given domain are true. They rely on three premises. The first premise is
Objectivism: we have beliefs about a domain that are true or false. This says that
there are mind-independent facts about the domain in question, and it leaves open

whether it is a fact that realism is correct or a fact that nihilism is correct. The second
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is the causal premise Influence: there is some set of causal processes that is primarily
responsible for our beliefs about the domain, where the set may have one or more
members. The third premise, Off-track, is epistemic: the set of processes do not re-
liably result in true beliefs. Thus, we have no reason to think our beliefs are true.’

We can schematize debunking arguments as follows:

Objectivism: beliefs about domain D are either true or false.
Influence: S’s beliefs about D are due, dominantly, to set of causal processes X.

Off-track: set of causal processes X is unreliable with respect to D.

LR e

Skepticism: Therefore, S’s beliefs about D are not justified.®

The following evolutionary debunking argument is an instance of this argument

schema:

1. Objectivism: moral beliefs are either true or false.

2. Influence: S’s moral beliefs are due, dominantly, to evolutionarily selected
mechanisms.

3. On-track: evolutionarily selected mechanisms are unreliable when it comes to
moral beliefs.

4. Nonskepticism: therefore, our moral beliefs are not justified.

I'll now offer some clarifications.

First clarification. Debunking arguments cannot merely show that one causal
contributor to the beliefs about a domain is not reliable, for that is consistent with
the dominant source or sources being reliable, and hence our beliefs being formed,
overall, by a set of reliable processes. Instead, the causal premise must be that the
dominant source or sources are not reliable, such that overall our beliefs about a do-
main are formed by a set of unreliable processes.

7

Second clarification. Most debunking arguments relativize reliability to a domain.

The evolutionary debunker of morality holds that evolution does not select for true

® See Goldman 1979 for the original defense of the view that justification and reliability are inti-
mately related.

¢ For detailed discussions of the structure of debunking arguments, see Kahane 2011; Mason 2010;
and Vavova 2014.

7 Thanks to Alvin Goldman for drawing this feature to my attention.

9780190639679_Book.indb 389 @ 12-Dec-18 5:33:17 PM



OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRSTPROOFS, Wed Dec 12 ZOIS@EWGEN

moral beliefs, but presumably they would not want to say that evolution does not
select for true beliefs about the trajectories of medium-sized physical objects. Thus,
the debunker faces a generality problem of sorts. I will not solve any sort of gener-
ality problem here. However, it is worthwhile to note that the problem is less severe
for debunkers, given that they are not offering a general theory of justification, but

just an argument that we have no reason to think beliefs about a given domain are
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true. Insofar as we are just interested in beliefs about a given domain, we are licensed
to restrict the measure of reliability to just that domain in question.

Third clarification. In this chapter, I connect reliability to justification, but even
deniers of the link should find it important that beliefs about a domain are not reli-
ably formed. Even someone who denies that reliability is a necessary condition on
justification can agree that reliability is an epistemic virtue.

Fourth clarification. Crucially, debunking arguments are not metaphysical. They
are epistemological. They do not directly argue for nihilism, that realist beliefs
about the relevant domain are false. Instead, they argue for skepticism, that realist
beliefs about the relevant domain arent justified—whether or not they are true. In
establishing Off-track, the debunker cannot assume antirealism without begging the
question. This is disanalogous to showing, for instance, that our visual system can
be mistaken. Our vision is prone to the Miiller-Lyer illusion, where we experience
two lines as being of different lengths when they are in fact of the same length. In
this case, we can establish that the visual system is mistaken by appealing to inde-
pendently verified facts, as when we measure the two lines with a ruler. Debunking
arguments are particularly important when—as occurs in metaphysics—we have no
uncontested domain of facts to which we can appeal in order to tell whether a given

set of beliefs are justified or not.

15.3 UNBUNKING ARGUMENTS

In this section, I discuss the general structure of unbunking arguments before
turning to a particular variation on that structure that relies on what I call the cross-
domain strategy. This strategy argues from the reliability of a process or processes
in one domain to the reliability of a process with respect to another domain. This
strategy is particularly important when it comes to unbunking metaphysics, given
that there is no uncontested set of metaphysical facts with which one can directly

determine the reliability of a process.

15.3.1 The Structure of Unbunking

The basic structure of a debunking argument can be mirrored by a positive argu-
ment that leads to a nonskeptical conclusion. The first two premises remain the
same. One assumes Objectivism about a domain, and one assumes that a particular

set of causal processes is dominantly responsible for beliefs about that domain. The
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only premise that changes is Off-track, and it becomes the epistemically positive On- 2
track: the set of causal processes leading to belief is reliable with respect to the do- Z
main in question. The four clarifications mentioned previously still stand, pending 2
changes making them relevant to this epistemically positive argument. §
The following is the schema for unbunking arguments: Li

<

Objectivism: beliefs about domain D are either true or false. 3
Influence: S’s beliefs about D are due, dominantly, to set of causal processes X. 3

On-track: set of causal processes X is reliable with respect to D.

L e

Nonskepticism: therefore, our beliefs about D are justified.

To make things concrete, here’s a straightforward example of an unbunking
argument—which I don’t necessarily endorse—that argues from the evolutionary
origins of folk physics to its reliability. Folk physical beliefs are either true or false,
and our folk physics is the result of evolutionarily selected mechanisms. Evolution
selects for mechanisms that are useful to survival. It is useful to survival to accu-
rately track the trajectories of medium-sized objects so that, for instance, we don't
get hit by rocks. Therefore, we have good reason to think that our folk physics is
largely accurate.

More formally:

1. Objectivism: folk physical beliefs are either true or false.

2. Influence: S’s folk physical beliefs are due, dominantly, to evolutionarily selected
mechanisms.

3. On-track: evolutionarily selected mechanisms are reliable when it comes to the
physics of medium-sized objects.

4. Nonskepticism: therefore, our folk physical beliefs are justified.

Note that nowhere did the argument appeal to an independent set of facts with
which one can check the deliverances of folk physics. The argument is not that one
checked a thousand folk physical beliefs against cutting-edge theoretical physics and
noticed that folk physics mostly got it right. Instead, the argument gave reason to
think that folk physics is reliable independently of being able to directly determine
its reliability.

If successful, a metaphysical unbunking argument would give us reason to think
that our metaphysical beliefs and intuitions are justified. Unbunking arguments are
uniquely suited to overcoming the problem that there is no independent source of
evidence for metaphysical views outside of intuitions and beliefs. In just the same
way that debunking arguments need not rely on truths about the domain in ques-
tion, unbunking arguments need not either. Even if there is no way to independently

confirm beliefs, we can still indirectly show they are generally justified.
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15.3.2 Cross-Domain Strategy

How might one go about making a metaphysical unbunking argument? The first
thing to do would be to argue for Objectivism. This I'll simply assume, and instead
focus on how one might establish Influence and On-track. An immediate dead-end
appears to be trying to come up with a wide-domain unbunking argument that shows

that all metaphysical intuitions, regardless of stripe, are justified. Given the long his-
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tory in metaphysics of unresolved disputes and the three problems listed in the first
section, there isn’t much reason to hope this could be successful. The more promising
approach is to make a narrow domain unbunking argument, which argues for the
more restricted claim that a certain class of metaphysical beliefs are justified.®

But there doesn’t seem to be a straightforward unbunking argument available.
For instance, appeal to evolutionary or cultural-historical causes of metaphysical
beliefs is unable to help because there is no reason to think that either would select
for beliefs that carve nature at the joints. True metaphysical beliefs are neither useful
for survival, nor do they seem induced by cultural pressures. Therefore, the meta-
physical unbunker needs to use a more indirect route.

I suggest unbunkers employ what I call the cross-domain strategy. They should
argue (1) that a particular set of causal processes X' is reliable with respect to some
nonmetaphysical domain D’, where such reliability is uncontroversial; (2) that the
same or a relevantly similar set of processes X is dominantly responsible for our
beliefs about a metaphysical domain Dj; and (3) that D and D’ are relevantly sim-
ilar so that we should expect X to be reliable with respect to D. Our justification
for thinking our beliefs about D are reliable is inherited from our justification in
thinking that our beliefs about D’ are reliable.

Heres a schematization of the cross-domain strategy style of unbunking argu-

ment, with the simplifying assumption that X and X’ are the same set of processes:

1. Objectivism: beliefs about domain D are either true or false.
2. Influence: S’s beliefs about D are due, dominantly, to set of causal processes X.
Lemma—cross-domain strategy:
a. Set of processes X produces reliable beliefs about domain D".
b. Domain D" and D are relevantly similar so if X is reliable with respect to D’,
then X is reliable with respect to D.
3. On-track: X is reliable with respect to D.

4. Nonskepticism: therefore, our beliefs about D are justified.

Of course, the plausibility of an unbunking argument that uses the cross-domain

strategy hinges on whether the two domains and processes are “relevantly” similar.

8 This distinction maps onto Kahane’s (2011) distinction between local and global debunking
arguments.
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I have nothing both general and useful to say about what makes for such similarity.
Lets first just try to get some successful cases of the cross-domain strategy onboard be-

fore making an abstract analysis!

15.4 WILLIAMSON’'S METAMETAPHYSICS

The contemporary philosopher who has articulated something closest to a metaphys-
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ical unbunking argument is Timothy Williamson. In his view, the methodology and
forms of thinking used in philosophy are continuous with those used in other areas,
including the sciences and ordinary life. There is no uniquely “philosophical” way of
thinking. Instead, philosophy is just a specialization of ubiquitous ways of thinking, and
so inherits its reliability from them. As Williamson (2008) himself puts it:

One main theme of this book is that philosophical exceptionalism is false. . . . Although
there are real methodological differences between philosophy and the other sciences,
as actually practiced, they are less deep than is often supposed. In particular, so called
intuitions are simply judgments (or dispositions to judgment); neither their content nor
the cognitive basis on which they are made need be distinctively philosophical. In ge-
neral, the methodology of much past and present philosophy consists in just the unu-
sually systematic and unrelenting application of ways of thinking required over a vast
range of non-philosophical inquiry. The philosophical applications inherit a moderate

degree of reliability from the more general cognitive patterns they instantiate. (3).

While such a view, in broad outlines, seems correct, Williamson’s implementation in
the case of metaphysics falls short. He focuses on the metaphysics of modality and
argues for its reliability in two stages. First, we are generally reliable in counterfac-
tual thinking. Second, modal thinking about metaphysical possibility and necessity
is just a special case of counterfactual thinking. Given these two claims, he argues,
our modal thinking is generally reliable. In this section, I summarize the argument
and then show how it fails.

As for the first step, Williamson primarily motivates the claim that ordinary coun-
terfactual reasoning is generally reliable by invoking folk physics as an example. Take
arock rolling down a hill by a lake and hitting a bush and stopping. One can correctly
judge that “If the bush had not been there, the rock would have ended in the lake”
(142). We need not go and actually conduct an experiment, removing the bush and
rolling the rock down the hill again. Instead, our folk physics allows us to make coun-

terfactual judgments about different nonactual but possible trajectories of the rock.’

® Actually, folk physics is hopelessly inadequate when it comes to uncovering fundamental physics—
superpositions, for one, are not countenanced at all in folk physics—and is notoriously prone to cer-
tain errors even in plotting the trajectories of macroscopic objects. For this last point, see McBeath
etal. 2010 and McCloskey et al. 1983.
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As for the next step, Williamson shows convincingly that a necessity claim is log-
ically equivalent to a certain sort of counterfactual claim and that a possibility claim
is logically equivalent to another sort of counterfactual claim (158). The following

are the logical equivalences:

(Necessity) OA if and only if (A > 1)

Christopher Frugé 394

(Possibility) QA if and only if =(A > 1)

Necessity says that A is necessary if and only if its denial leads to a contradiction.
A is necessary if and only if it is incoherent for A not to hold. Possibility says that
A is possible if and only if it is not the case that A leads to a contradiction. A is pos-
sible if and only if it is not the case that it is incoherent for A to hold.

On the basis of these two claims, Williamson concludes that modal reasoning
is generally reliable. But even granting that folk physics is generally reliable and
that necessity and possibility claims are logically equivalent to certain counterfac-
tual claims, his argument fails. To see why, it will be helpful to construe it as an

unbunking argument:

1. Objectivism: metaphysical modal beliefs are either true or false.
2. Influence: S’s modal beliefs are due, dominantly, to our ordinary capacity at
handling counterfactuals.
Lemma—cross-domain strategy:
a. Our ordinary capacity at handling counterfactuals is reliable with respect to
everyday claims.
b. Assessing everyday claims is not relevantly different from assessing claims of
modal metaphysics.
3. On-track: our ordinary capacity at handling counterfactuals is reliable with re-
spect to modality.

4. Nonskepticism: our modal beliefs are justified.

The argument fails because both Influence and On-track fail in this case.

As for Influence, all Williamson has shown is that necessity and possibility
claims are logically equivalent to certain kinds of counterfactual claims. This does
not show the same cognitive capacity is recruited to assess both modal claims and
ordinary counterfactuals, and it does not even show that the cognitive capacity
recruited to assess modal claims is relevantly similar to the one used for ordinary
counterfactuals. Williamson says, “Whoever has what it takes to understand the
counterfactual conditional and the elementary logical auxiliaries = and 1 has what
it takes to understand possibility and necessity operators” (158). This might be

so if one is appealing to explicit reasoning in a proof-theoretic system where the
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inferential roles of >, =, 1, [0, and ¢ are interdefined. But Williamson himself holds
that counterfactual reasoning is not inferential and is instead imaginative (145-
48). While logically one can move from one form of the statement to the other,
the question at hand is whether our psychological capacity at assessing ordinary
counterfactuals is used to assess modal claims. There is no reason to think that
because two concepts are logically equivalent they are used identically in imag-

ination, for they might be presented under different modes of presentation. The
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coextensionality claims of “CJA if and only if (-A > 1)” and “OA if and only if
(A > 1)” might be Frege cases, where an agent does not realize that the left side
is logically equivalent to the right side.'” Because they conceptualize the left side
differently from the right side, their manner of assessing claims when presented
under one mode could very well be different than when presented under the other.
Hence, there is no reason to think one and the same cognitive capacity used to as-
sess counterfactuals is used to assess modal claims.

Even if Influence goes through, On-track still fails. It is plausible that our com-
petency with ordinary counterfactuals might be fairly reliable with respect to cer-
tain sorts of domains, like plotting the trajectories of ordinary-sized objects, but not
in others, like those pertaining to metaphysical claims. Even if we grant Williamson
that the same cognitive capacity is recruited to assess ordinary counterfactuals as is
recruited to assess metaphysical counterfactuals, there is no reason to think the latter
are similar enough to the former for reliability to be inherited. Take Williamson’s
primary example of folk physics. At best, he has shown that we should be fairly re-
liable at assessing necessity and possibility claims as they pertain to trajectories of
medium-sized physical objects. But there is no reason to think such reliability holds
in judgments about, for instance, whether it is possible for physical duplicates of
functioning humans to lack phenomenal consciousness. Indeed, the most current
cognitive scientific view of folk physics is that it is a simulation engine, much like
a graphics engine used to simulate physics in movies and video games (Battaglia
et al. 2013). A graphics simulation engine has no way to represent counterfactuals

involving colocation—Ilet alone a host of other particularly metaphysical claims.

15.5 UNBUNKING METAPHYSICS USING
COGNITIVE SCIENCE

This section is divided into two parts. In the first, I show how cognitive science can

help in general to unbunk by giving an example of how work on the simulation

19 Frege cases arise between logical equivalents all the time. Take the equivalence of “A v ~A” and
“(B—=C)—(((C-»D)—B)—C) Both are tautologies of propositional logic, but most of us have no
explicit belief that the second one is a tautology, let alone that the two statements are equivalent. The
difference in the modes of presentation of alethic modal claims and counterfactual claims is even
more extreme.
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theory of mindreading helps to unbunk our capacity to attribute mental states
to other humans. In the second, I use results from cognitive science to support a
cross-domain strategy unbunking argument for metaphysical beliefs about mutual
supervenience. Often, cognitive science is used negatively against metaphysics, as
when it is used to debunk metaphysical claims (for critical discussion, see Schaffer

2016), lower our credence in a realist view (Goldman 1989, 2015), or just generally
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make us aware of errors and biases leading to mistaken metaphysical commitments
(Paul 2010). While this is a worthy enterprise, I want to explore another ap-

proach: using cognitive science to positively support metaphysical methodology.

15.5.1 Cognitive Science and Unbunking

In order for cognitive science to help unbunk it should accomplish three tasks.
First, it needs to be able to identify processes dominantly responsible for our beliefs
about a domain. Second, it needs to be able to help us assess their reliability. Third,
it should allow us to discover when beliefs about one domain are produced by iden-
tical or at least similar processes that form beliefs about a second domain. This third
task is required for unbunking arguments that rely on the cross-domain strategy,
where one uses the reliability of a process with respect to one domain as evidence
for the reliability of a process with respect to another. Simulation theory provides an
example of cognitive science accomplishing all three tasks. I do not want to take a
stand on whether the view is true, but simply want to use it as a clear case of cogni-
tive science’s ability to play a role in unbunking arguments.

The first task for cognitive science is to identify a set of one or more processes
dominantly responsible for beliefs in a domain. According to simulation theory, one
attributes mental states to another by imagining oneself in their situation.!! One
pretends to have the same mental states as the target of attribution and then feeds
those states into one’s own cognitive processes and attributes the resulting state
or states to the target (Goldman 2012). A prime case is that of predicting another
person’s decision via imaginatively putting oneself in that person’s place (Goldman
2006, 19-30). One pretends to have the same initial mental states, like beliefs and
desires, and then one runs those beliefs and desires through one’s own decision-
making process. One attributes the resulting decision to the other person. For in-
stance, while playing chess, I imaginatively put myself in my opponent’s shoes and
decide what move I would make in that situation. I then predict that my opponent
will make that move.

The second task for cognitive science is to help us assess the reliability of belief-
forming processes. These assessments can come in the negative and positive va-
riety. As for the negative variety, simulation theorists have identified a certain

sort of error in mindreading called “quarantine failure” (Goldman 2006, 29-30,

! In what follows, I rely heavily on the presentations in Goldman 2006 and 2012.

9780190639679_Book.indb 396 @ 12-Dec-18 5:33:17 PM



oup UI@)RRECTED PROOF - FIRSTPROOFS, Wed Dec 12 2018, NEWGEN

41-42). Quarantine failure occurs when one does not adequately isolate one’s own
nonpretend mental states while simulating another’s mind. If these states are not
shared by the target of attribution, they could undermine the accuracy of the sim-
ulation. For instance, when trying to predict my opponent’s move in chess, if I do
not adequately quarantine my beliefs about my own future move, then I might in-
accurately simulate my opponent’s move as being made—illicitly—in response to

my own plans. The phenomenon known as “egocentric bias” provides evidence that
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quarantine failure is systematic. One instance of this bias is the “curse of knowledge,”
whereby people have trouble ignoring information they possess that the target of
attribution doesn’t (Camerer et al. 1989). This bias often makes it difficult for both
children and adults to correctly attribute false beliefs to others (Birch and Bloom
2003; Birch and Bloom 2007). Simulation theorists, unfortunately, have done less
work of the positive variety. However, cognitive science is certainly capable of doing
work that uncovers how often we are reliable simulators and the conditions that
promote such accuracy—even if that proves to be a less exciting research program.
The third task for cognitive science is to help discover when beliefs about two
distinct domains are produced by similar or even identical processes. Simulation
theory is proposed to account for a wide range of mental attributions, such as third-
person attributions of sensations, emotions, propositional attitudes, and decisions as
well as first-person attributions of future states of the same sort. Simulation theory
holds that these different attributions are made using the same general routine. One
feeds initial pretend states into one’s own cognitive mechanism for the process to be
simulated and one attributes the resulting mental state to the target of attribution.
Simulation of each of these domains relies on a similar process, and so simulation
theory in principle can provide support for a cross-domain strategy. Given that sim-
ulation is used to make attributions of sensations and emotions, we should expect
roughly the same reliability with respect to the former domain as for the latter. Given
that simulation is used to make attributions of both nonpropositional mental states
and propositional attitudes, if we are very reliable in making the first sort we should
expect to be at least somewhat reliable in making the second. Of course, simulation
theorists can just directly test our reliability with respect to these domains and so the
cross-domain strategy is not particularly needed here, but it is an important example

of how cognitive science can support the strategy in general.

15.5.2 Cognitive Science Unbunking Metaphysics

I turn now to offering an actual unbunking argument for a certain class of met-
aphysical beliefs. Crucially, this argument relies on results from cognitive science
to support an implementation of the cross-domain strategy. The unbunking argu-

ment I formulate revolves around identity claims whose justification comes from
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mutual supervenience claims, which can be understood as special sorts of correla-
tion claims. Work in cognitive science suggests that we are reliable at assessing such
correlations.

Correlations often serve as evidence for identity claims. If two things are con-
stantly observed to obtain together, then one potential explanation for this fact is

that the two things are in fact one and the same thing. If Superman and Clark Kent
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always have the exact same haircut, one possible explanation is that Superman is
Clark Kent. This sort of argument has been used to justify physicalism about the
mental. As Brian McLaughlin (2010) formulates his argument for type physicalism,

if we are justified in believing

the correlation thesis: for any type of state of phenomenal consciousness C there is a
type of physical state P such that it is true and counterfactual supporting that a being is
in C if and only if the being is in P (267),

then we are justified in believing

type physicalism for phenomenal consciousness: for every type of state of phenomenal

consciousness C, there is a type of physical state P such that C = P (265)

on the basis of inference to the best explanation.

The correlation thesis says that C iff P is counterfactual supporting. The best way
to understand this so that it supports the identity claim of C = P is that the thesis says
C properties and P properties mutually supervene. Set of properties A supervenes on
set of properties B if and only if a change in A requires a change in B (see McLaughlin
and Bennett 2014). Therefore, A mutually supervenes on B if and only if a change in
A requires a change in B and a change in B requires a change in A. The properties of
Clark Kent mutually supervene on the properties of Superman. A change in Clark
Kent’s haircut requires a change in Superman’s, and vice versa. The shape properties
of a table supervene on its microphysical properties, but do not mutually supervene.
A change in shape requires a change in microphysical properties, but not vice versa.

Although the mutual supervenience of the properties of two entities does not en-
tail identity, identity entails mutual supervenience and so mutual supervenience can
provide evidence for identity. Indeed, metaphysicians often appeal to considerations
of mutual supervenience to argue for or against a metaphysical identification. The
statue and the clay constituting it are often thought to be distinct because their
properties do not mutually supervene. The statue can be destroyed by squishing it,
but the clay will remain. The group agent is distinct from the mere aggregate of its
human members because there can be a mere aggregate without any relevant unity
to the group. The set of properties of the group agent mutually supervenes on the
properties of an appropriate interrelation of its members, not the mere aggregate.

Because beliefs about mutual supervenience play a role in generating metaphysical
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commitments, unbunking mutual supervenience beliefs would unbunk an impor-
tant class of metaphysical beliefs.

Mutual supervenience is a special sort of correlation. It is perfect correla-
tion without possible exception. Therefore, the same processes by which we de-
tect exceptionless correlations are those we use to detect mutual supervenience.
If humans are good at assessing whether two items are perfectly correlated across

possible scenarios, then they are good at assessing whether two items mutually su-
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pervene. The cross-domain strategy can exploit this fact. If we form reliable beliefs
about correlations, then we should form reliable beliefs about mutual supervenience.
The former can be tested with respect to domains that are uncontroversial and not
overtly metaphysical, and so we can gain evidence as to our reliability with respect
to the latter.

Putting this all together, here is an unbunking argument for beliefs about mutual

supervenience:

1. Objectivism: mutual supervenience beliefs are either true or false.

2. Influence: S’s beliefs about mutual supervenience are due, dominantly, to the set
of causal processes by which we form beliefs about correlations.
Lemma—cross-domain strategy:

a. The set of processes by which we form beliefs about correlations is reliable
with respect to these beliefs.

b. Mutual supervenience beliefs are not relevantly different from correlation
beliefs, so if the set of processes is reliable with respect to the latter, it is reli-
able with respect to the former.

3. On-track: the set of processes by which we form beliefs about mutual
supervenience is reliable.

4. Nonskepticism: our beliefs about mutual supervenience are justified.

If successful, we have a metaphysical unbunking argument. Given that mutual
supervenience claims can be used to justify metaphysical identity claims, we have
reason to think local intuitions and beliefs about mutual supervenience are justi-
fied, as are identity claims based off them. The plausibility of the argument depends
largely on premise 2 and subpremises a and b.

Though I argued for premise 2 and subpremise b above, there has not been cogni-
tive scientific work directly addressing them. However, they are claims clearly ame-
nable to cognitive scientific research. The general methods that cognitive scientists
use to get at judgments, for example, of causation and responsibility can be used to
gather data about judgments of mutual supervenience. There is nothing that would
keep researchers from designing experiments testing how people judge whether two
items obtain and change together. Moreover, scientific theorizing and fMRI results
can provide evidence for whether the same process used to form beliefs about

correlations in general is responsible for beliefs about mutual supervenience in
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particular—as, for instance, when fMRI results suggest that past, future, and coun-
terfactual thinking involve many common brain processes (Van Hoeck et al. 2012).

Fortunately, there has been a lot of cognitive scientific research pertaining to
subpremise a. Cognitive scientific study of our ability to make judgments of correla-
tion often goes under the heading of assessments of “covariation” or “contingency””

The role of beliefs about covariation has been studied in a wide range of areas in psy-
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chology, but what is relevant for my particular unbunking argument is our ability to
detect and predict correlations. Studies have tended to provide evidence that we are
good detectors in general, though prone to certain biases and errors.

As one example, Well et al. (1988) presented subjects with three sets of sixty
pairs of numbers of correlation .9, .6, and .1 respectively. One group had both num-
bers presented simultaneously, and after all sixty pairs were presented they were
asked to judge the “strength of the relationship” Another group was forced to make
predictions of the last thirty pairs in each set of the second of the numbers on the
basis of the first, and after all sixty pairs were presented they were also asked to judge
the “strength of the relationship.” Neither group of subjects judged the strength of
the relationship in a manner corresponding to standard statistical measures of cor-
relation, but the prediction group was quite good at predicting one variable from
another in a manner sensitive to the degree of correlation. In a related experiment,
Malmi (1986) encouraged subjects to rely on “intuitive” implicit processes to make
covariation judgments and found that people were quite good at estimating de-
gree of correlation. In a series of experiments, subjects were presented with pairs
of numbers, pairs of lines of differing lengths, and pairs of words and lines. Malmi
encouraged “intuitive” strategies of assessing correlations by presenting the pairs for
one second each. He found that people were in general quite good at estimating the
sign and degree of correlation.

A survey of research on covariation by Alloy and Tabachnik (1986, 119-23)
concluded that humans are prone to errors and biases in detection of covariation
but that under many conditions we are quite accurate. Accuracy is promoted if the

correlated items

are positively correlated

are neutral with respect to rewards

are not associated with success

are not associated with features characteristic of situations requiring skill

are preceded by something that makes randomness a salient possibility

Often these conditions are met when we encounter mutually supervening items.
Two issues with drawing conclusions about our ability to track mutual

supervenience from such studies should be addressed. The first is that the studies

testing our ability to detect correlations have only tested subjects’ ability to de-

tect nonmodal frequencies. They have neither presented the subjects with modal
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information nor asked them to make modal judgments. The second issue is that 3
the studies give artificial tasks different from those that subserve our mutual Z
supervenience beliefs. Judging the correlation between two numbers and the lengths 2
of two lines is different from judging whether the team mutually supervenes on the §
players under some teammate relation. Li

As for the first issue, the studies give reason to think that if humans are good at ‘é
picking up nonmodal frequency information, then they would be good at picking up 3
modal frequency information. Moreover, cognitive scientists can devise studies to 7

get at our modal correlation judgments—as they do when they devise studies getting
at our modal judgments about causation. As for the second issue, the artificiality of
the tasks gives us reason to think humans would be even better at detecting non-
artificially constructed correlations. And, as before, testing less artificial judgments
as to correlations is something amenable to cognitive scientific research.

It is worthwhile to remember that studies showing positive results have given
subjects items that aren’t perfectly correlated and have shown them relatively few
examples, generally a hundred or fewer. The relevant sorts of correlations for mu-
tual supervenience claims are those that are positive, without possible exception,
and, often, ubiquitous. Many of the cases relied on in metaphysical theories are of
common objects, such as clay statues. Most people see more than a hundred statues
in their lives, and certainly many more materially constituted objects. There is good
reason to think that if humans are good at detecting imperfect correlations with only
a few examples, then we would be even better at detecting and predicting perfectly
correlated items we encounter much more frequently.

Given the cognitive scientific research, it appears that beliefs about metaphysical

mutual supervenience are unbunked.

15.6 CONCLUSION

In the first part of the chapter I raised three issues with metaphysical practice that
suggested the need for an unbunking argument for metaphysical beliefs. The first
is that similar problems often arise for competing sides in a dispute. The second
is that metaphysical views can make all the same claims as other metaphysical
views, except for the narrow range of propositions about which they disagree. The
third is that there are good reasons to think human cognition isn't particularly well
suited to uncover the fundamental joints of nature. I suggested that the realist—and
optimistic—metaphysician could justify certain classes of metaphysical beliefs by
appeal to unbunking arguments, particularly those that rely on the cross-domain
strategy. Of course, merely having justified metaphysical beliefs about a domain
doesn’t guarantee that different metaphysical views about that domain won’t face
similar problems, nor certainly make it such that different views have differing levels

of descriptive power. But it does give us reason to think that we are good enough
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carvers of nature, at least that realm of nature for which we have an unbunking
argument.

Unbunking arguments need not be limited to metaphysics. If a successful one
can be found for metaphysics—the philosophical subject seemingly most prone to
irresolvable disputes—then we should remain optimistic enough that unbunking

arguments can be found for other philosophical subjects.
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