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So far..

Two related theories under scrutiny:
The automaton theory: animals are
mindless automata
Epiphenomenalism (EPM): consciousness
is not causally efficacious

So far.. (Descartes)

Descartes argues for the automaton
theory based on:
Animals' lack of reason
The conjecture that all mental activity
except reasoning is a mechanical process
Dualism about the mind

So far.. (Huxley)

Huxley offers empirical evidence for
the automaton theory, understood as
the theory that animals lack
consciousness:
the frog without AD and Sergeant F are
capable of complex purposive behaviour
while (allegedly) lacking relevant
conscious states.
this is taken as evidence that all behaviour
can be governed by unconscious states.




So far.. (Huxley)

Huxley disagrees with Descartes on

some points:
Animals do have consciousness / minds.
Huxley believes that animal consciousness
is not causally efficacious (that EPM is
true), not that they lack consciousness.
According to Huxley, there is no
fundamental difference between human
and animal minds (so EPM is true of us as
well).

So far.. (James)

James raises issues with three
motivations for EPM:
Reasoning “from continuity”
Considerations of simplicity
The obscurity of mental causation

So far.. (James)

Reasoning from continuity:
Here James is arguing against Huxley's
generalizations from Sergeant F and the
frog
He claims that Sergeant F and the frog do
not provide good evidence for EPM
because the underlying reasoning “from
continuity” could just as well be reversed
to argue against EPM

So far.. (James)

The argument from simplicity:
The argument goes: psychology is easier
to do (perhaps only possible) under the
assumption that EPM is true, so EPM must
be true
It is interesting to compare this argument with
what Watson says in “Psychology as the
Behaviorist Views It”
James dismisses this line of argument as wishful
thinking




So far.. (James)

The obscurity of mental causation:
The claim is that consciousness is not the
right kind of thing to have physical effects
(which would mean that EPM is true).

This claim is motivated by pointing to the

mysteries that surround mental causation.
James responds that mental causation is
in fact no more mysterious than other
kinds of causation.

So far.. (James)

James' proposed evidence against
EPM:
The evolutionary argument
The instability of the cortex
The aligment of sensations and
goodness/badness

So far.. (James)

The evolutionary argument
Consciousness evolved through natural
selection

Claim supported by the fact that consciousness
comes in degrees in the animal realm

If consciousness evolved, it performs a
function (hence EPM is false)
This claim is undefended.

So far.. (James)

The instability of the cortex
James speculates that the physical
processes occurring in the cortex are too
unstable to reliably govern behaviour by
themselves.
He further speculates that consciousness
might be what stabilizes it.
Note: though James presents this evidence
as further support for the evolutionary
argument, it is largely independent of the
latter.




So far.. (James)

The alignment of sensations and
goodness
James points out that pleasant sensations
are generally (though not always)
associated with things that are good for us
(and bad sensations associated with
things that are bad for us).
Either this is a coincidence of astronomical
proportions or consciousness was selected
to perform the function of conveying
goodness/badness.

Overview of Flanagan

Conscious inessentialism vs. EPM
(sections 1 and 2)
General arguments against EPM:
evolution and the function of
consciousness
(section 3)
Empirical case studies
(sections 4 and 5)
Look only at the Libet
experiment and blindsight
Ned Block's objection
(sections 6 and 7)

Terminology

Flanagan uses “subjective
consciousness”, “awareness”,
“conscious awareness”, “phenomenal
consciousness” and related terms
interchangeably to mean what we
mean by “consciousness” in this
course (sensations, feelings, etc)

Inessentialism vs. EPM

Inessentialism: whatever
consciousness does could in principle
be done by nonconscious processes
EPM:
Weak EPM: consciousness is not
importantly causally efficacious.
Strong (standard) EPM: consciousness is
not causally efficacious
Flanagan sometimes seems to mean weak
EPM by “epiphenomenalism”, but
sometimes not. We will take him to mean
strong EPM.




General arguments

The evolutionary argument

The fact that consciousness evolved
does not show it is efficacious.

First, there is a distinction between
having evolved, i.e., having appeared in stages
through the evolution of species
and

having been selected for performing some

function, which would require causal efficacy
(“selected for”, for short)

Examples: the shape of the chin and the
color of blood. Those are “free riders”:
evolved but not selected for.
Second, consciousness could have lost
its function/causal role, like the
appendix.

The challenge

Given the preceding points, the
challenge for the opponent of EPM is
to show that consciousness actually
performs a biological function.

Note: James recognized this. This is why

he postulated a stabilizing function for
consciousness.

The function of
consciousness

Independent evolution:
According to Flanagan, if consciousness
was reinvented several times by nature, it
must perform a function.
Photoreceptors and wings were reinvented from
scratch several times.
Flanagan suggests consciousness might
have evolved several times.




The function of
consciousness

Criticism: why can't a free rider evolve

independently several times?
How likely this is depends on how closely
the free riding feature is tied to useful
features. Ex:
If consciousness rides on information processing,
you might expect it to make frequent
independent appearances.
But not so if it is a side-effect of subtle changes
in the shape of one's chin.

The function of
consciousness e
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The function of
consciousness

Consciousness is closely linked to
specific brain modules such as the
sensory modalities and memory, but not
others. Further, the modules it is linked
to are important for behaviour
determination.

Either this is a very surprising
coincidence or consciousness was
selected for performing some function
related to these modules.

The function of
consciousness

Criticism:
Perhaps consciousness is only linked to
perceptual memory, not all memory.
If this were so, it would seem to be linked
only to perception.
Then the linkage between sensory
modalities, memory and consciousness
could be explained by postulating that
consciousness is a by-product of some
perceptual process.




The function of
consciousness

According to Flanagan, consciousness
brings together many kinds of
stimulus.

Assuming consciousness is a brain
process (pace the dualist), Flanagan
concludes from this that it is a process
which brings together information
from different parts of the brain.

But if so, according to Flanagan, it is
unlikely that consciousness does
nothing useful.

The function of
consciousness

Criticism: why couldn't consciousness
be a side product of a process which
brings together information from
different modules?

See Ned Block's objection later in the
article.

Empirical case studies

The Libet experiment

Subjects are told to:
spontaneously move their hand when they
feel like it
note the time of when they felt like
moving their hand
Two variables are measured
objectively:
When the hand begins to move
When the readiness potential in the brain

associated with hand movement occurs
this is measured through
electroencephalography




The Libet experiment
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These findings might seem to suggest that
readiness potentials, not consciousness
(feelings or awareness), really control
behaviour.

But Flanagan points out that this is
entirely compatible with consciousness
playing a key role in the causal chain from
the readiness potential to muscular
response, or prior to it.

Blindsight

A “blindsighter” is someone who is
capable of processing visual stimuli
yet not conscious of them.
Some subjects with damage to their left
(right) visual cortex process some
information from the corresponding side of
their visual field, but claim to be
completely blind on that side.
For example, they can answer questions
about what they are “seeing” on their
blind side. They feel that they are merely
guessing, but they do much better than
chance.

Blindsight

Flanagan uses blindsight as an
example of how loss of consciousness
correlates with loss of function:
blindsighters might be doing better
than chance, but they don't do as well
as normally sighted people.




Block's objection

Blindsight:
Blindsighters have both a deficit in p-
consciousness and a deficit in a-
consciousness.
So the fact that their p-consciousness
deficit is accompanied by other
impairments does not show that p-
consciousness plays an important role (it
could be the deficit in a-consciousness
which causes the impairments).

Block's objection

The objection also extends to the general
arguments provided by Flanagan.
Example:
Consider the possibility that p-consciousness
(hereafter, “consciousness”) is a by-product of
access consciousness.
On this hypothesis, we can explain the
independent apparition of consciousness in
different species without assigning a function
to consciousness (a-consciousness would have
the function).

Flanagan's response

Flanagan claims that blindsighters (for
example) are access conscious on
Block's definition, so we know what
deficit causes their impairments (a
deficit in p-consciousness).
Criticism: It seems that a minor tweak
in Block's definition of access
consciousness could save the
objection.
He could say “readily available” instead of
“available”, for example.

Team exercise

Question:
Can Block's distinction between access
consciousness and phenomenal
consciousness be used to undermine
Flanagan's general arguments against
EPM (found in the third section of the
article)? Explain.
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