János Tőzsér

Mental realism reloaded

In his paper entitled „Two Kinds of Mental Realism” (J Gen Philos Sci (2009) 40: 59-71), Tamás Demeter, as the title suggests, distinguishes between two kinds of mental realism. He draws this distinction on the basis of what the realism in question concerns. According to him, mental realism may concern the ontology of mental entities or the interpretation of folk psychological discourse.

In this short commentary I wish to reflect on Demeter’s distinction. There are two points on which I disagree with Demeter’s conception. First, I think he draws a false picture on the nature of realism about mental entities; second, his analysis of the relation between the two sorts of realism seems flawed.

1. Realism about mental entities means ontological commitment to mental entities. That is, this kind of realism says that there are mental entities. According to Demeter, mental realism about mental entities in itself claims nothing about the nature of mental entities. As he puts it: „[this kind of realism] is empty, it says only that there exist something, but as it contains no explanation of what ’mental entity’ means, we have not slightest idea of what this thing, of what we say that it exist, might be” (p. 66). So, according to him, this kind of mental realism „is logically prior to any kind of research into their nature” (p. 66, italics in original). This kind of mental realism is perfectly neutral – if you are a mental realist about mental entities, you may be a Cartesian dualist, an identity-theorist, a functionalist, a connectionist, or what have you. Demeter writes as though advocates of mental realism in this sense took positive stance on the existence of an entity of an utterly unknown kind.

As far as I am concerned, I cannot see the point in this empty sort of realism. However, once we take a closer look it becomes evident that this realism about mental entities is not so empty at all. For, in order to be able to affirm the existence of a thing we do have to believe something of the nature of the thing in question, be it mental or not. A mental realist about mental entities does have firm beliefs about the nature of mental entities. These beliefs typically include the following: some of these mental entities (for example thoughts) are intentional/representational, some (for example, bodily feelings) are phenomenally conscious, and some (for example, perceptual experience) are both. Furthermore, most mental realists also believe that mental entities can be known by the subject in a special privileged way in which no other subject can know them. So the realist about mental entities assumes that there are some distinctive feature(s) which mental entities must satisfy if they deserve to be called mental at all, and it is these features that make these entities mental (and not merely physical.)

What I am talking about is the problem of the mark of the mental. No sense could be made of this problem if realism about mental entities were a completely empty theory, as Demeter claims it is. On the contrary, this is one of the most discussed problems in contemporary philosophy of mind.
 The debate over the mark of the mental in itself shows that the realist’s ontological commitment to mental entities is not an empty doctrine but the result of her opinion on which properties have to be had by something to count as a mental entity.

Demeter might object that only those philosophers are concerned with the mark of the mental who already have committed themselves to the existence of mental entities, that is, to realism at least in Demeter’s empty sense. Not so. For it is a possible antirealist strategy to reject the existence of mental entities on the basis that there is no distinctive mark of the mental. A prominent advocate of this view is Richard Rorty (1970): he rejects one candidate for the mark of the mental after another (intentionality, privacy etc.) and finally settles with incorrigibility. However, he then adds that there may well be no entities which are incorrigible. By Rorty’s light, this view would be equivalent to antirealism about mental entities. That is, an examination of the mark of the mental can collapse into antirealism and need not have a realist conclusion.


Furthermore, it should be noted that when philosophers disagree about the mark of the mental, their arguments are mostly phenomenological. To cite only one example: representationalists’ main argument against non-intentional phenomenal properties is the so-called transparency argument. It goes as follows. When we direct our attention to what it is like for us to perceive a mind-independent object, it does not seem to us from our first-person perspective that we are aware of mind-dependent entities like sense-data or qualia. It rather seems we are only aware of mind-independent entities (e.g. Harman 1990/1997, Tye 1992). To recap, one’s views on the nature and existence of mental states mostly depend on the phenomenological analysis of our mental life. In consequence, Demeter is wrong when he claims:

The criterion of acceptance of a [folk-psychological] statement follows from the interpretation of the [folk-psychological] discourse to which it belongs […] Therefore the interpretation of [the folk-psychological]  discourse is logically prior to the criterion of acceptance for statement in the discourse, and following our interpretation we can also undertake or withdraw from ontological commitment to the entities postulated in it. The criterion of acceptance depends on how we look at the discourse in which the statement is made. (p. 64, italics in original)

What emerges from the discussion above is that, contrary to Demeter’s view, the phenomenology of our mental life is logically prior to the nature and existence of mental entities. On the one hand, we believe in the existence of mental entities because we experience them, and not because it is suggested by the manifest picture of folk psychology that we uncritically accept. On the other hand, we attribute the characteristics to mental entities we do (for instance, that perceptual experience is both intentional and phenomenal) because we phenomenological reflect upon our mental life, and not because we interpret folk psychological sentences in this or that way. So, contrary to what Demeter claims, the interpretation of folk psychological discourse has no logical primacy, since our folk psychological convictions are nothing but the results of phenomenological reflections on our mental life. Nothing more can be read off the nature of folk psychological discourse than the phenomenology we put into it in the first place.

2. Mental realism about folk psychological discourse says that the role or function of this discourse is fact-stating. When we utter folk psychological sentences („I have a headache”; „I believe it’s raining”; „I don’t dare to enter the house”), that is, sentences in which mental predicates occur, according to a realist about folk psychological discourse we state a mental fact about the subject. We claim that the subject instantiates certain mental properties.

However, if we are antirealists about folk psychological discourse, „then we deny that [this] discourse is descriptive of some region of the world, [and] thus we do not expect the discourse to be fitted to represented facts” (p. 65). Thereby Demeter says (if I understand him correctly) that if we see folk psychological discourse as having no fact-stating function, then we should give up the expectation that folk psychological discourse should be able to provide a true representation of any region of the world. And if folk psychological discourse cannot provide a true representation of any region of the world, then facts about the world cannot be what the manifest picture of folk psychology says they are. Yet Demeter thinks that antirealism about folk psychological discourse is consistent with realism about mental entities. As Demeter puts it:

The only claim that realist interpretations of discourses have in common is that the truth of its propositions is systematically connected to relevant facts. […] [A] mental realist can think of the world as containing mental entities but lacking truth-making entities for folk-psychological propositions. Positions like this accept realism about mental entities while denying realism about folk psychology. (p. 68)

So, according to Demeter, antirealism about folk psychological discourse and realism about mental entities are consistent because mental entities may exist without being the sorts of things folk psychology presupposes.

I beg to disagree. For that would imply that we can regard an entity mental even if it has none of the properties folk psychology attributes to mental entities. That is, we can call an entity mental even if it has no phenomenal character, no intentionality, and if we have no access to it through introspection or reflection. I take it that no uncommitted person would consider such an entity mental, just as no one would regard an entity physical if it does not have any of the properties today’s physics attributes to the physical entities we know. Or, to take another example, no one would call an entity a car if it does not have the shape of a car, has never had neither wheels nor motor, no one can sit into it etc.

It is worthwhile pointing out what has led Demeter into thinking that antirealism about folk psychological discourse can be reconciled with realism about mental entities. The answer is obvious: ignoring the problem of the mark of the mental, Demeter takes realism about mental entities to be a completely empty and metaphysically neutral view, one that has nothing to say about the nature of mental entities. And such an empty realism of course enables us to regard an entity mental even if it has none of the candidate marks of the mental.
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� According to the representational theory of consciousness (e.g. Dretske 1995, Crane 1998, Tye 2000, Byrne 2001), the mark of the mental is intentionality or representationality; according to the theory of phenomenal intentionality (e.g. Horgan-Tienson 2002, Pitt 2004, Farkas 2008), it is phenomenal consciousness.
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