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CHAPTER 4

~
Mental States
MARK PHELAN AND ERIC MANDELBAUM

INTRODUCTION

ONE MIGHT THINK THAT MAN IS a rational animal, as Aristotle (sup-
posedly) did. Or one might prefer Oscar Wilde’s formulation 
instead: “One is tempted to defi ne man as a rational animal who 

always loses his temper when he is called upon to act in accordance with the 
dictates of reason” (Wilde 2007, 80). Either interpretation presupposes 
that people believe that things are a certain way, desire that they be some 
way or other, and sometimes inten d to change the world to fi t with their 
desires. To attribute rationality to people requires attributing mentality to 
people. It is these mental states, seeing that p, desiring that q, believing that 
r, intending that x, feeling that y, that are the focus of this section.

We will be specifi cally interested in three questions. The fi rst is the 
question of whether mental states exist or not (call this the ontological 
question, for ontology is the study of what exists). There are multiple views 
one could hold: one could think that mental states exist just like chairs, 
tables, and electrons exist; one could think that mental states exist, but 
only in a loose sense—they exist in the same way that the average family 
exists (with its 1.86 children); or one could think that mental states just do 
not exist at all, like werewolves, unicorns, and honest politicians. Assum-
ing that mental states exist, the second question concerns itself with what 
mental states are (call this the identity question, for it essentially inquires 
as to the identity of mental states). Assuming mental states exist at all, are 
they a wholly separate type of entity from the physical? Are mental states 
properties that naturally emerge from certain confi gurations of physical 
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194 PAR T TWO: MIND AND SELF

states of the brain? Are mental states functional entities, ones that are what they are 
only in virtue of a certain role they play, like a mousetrap or a doorknob? The third is 
the question of how we know about the existence of mental states (call this the epis-
temological question, for epistemology is the study of knowledge). Do we know they 
exist because our best theories of human behavior—either philosophical, scientifi c, 
or commonsensical—require that they exist? Or do we know about their existence in 
some other way?

The importance of these questions stretches beyond the philosophy of mind; these 
are basic philosophical questions of how humans fi t into the overall structure of the 
world. Is the mind, as physicalism holds, just made out of the same physical parts as 
other objects in the universe, like paper, rocks, scissors, and spiral nebulae? Or, as dual-
ism suggests, is the mind such that it truly differs from all other extant substances? If 
the mind is special, then this implies that things with minds are, in a sense, special, too. 
Like the search for extraterrestrial intelligence, either answer we end up with will be a 
bit jarring but will also help us understand our place in the world a little better.

DESCARTES AND DUALISM

In his Meditations on First Philosophy, René Descartes argues in favor of the view 
that the mind is neither identical nor reducible to the body. Descartes’ position on 
the mind is a variety of substance dualism; it holds that mental substances are a fun-
damentally different kind of thing than physical substances. Descartes arrives at this 
position through nonempirical, or a priori, refl ection (refl ection from the armchair, 
as it were). As he mentions at the beginning of The Passions of the Soul (p. XXX, this 
volume), Descartes embraces a methodological approach to philosophy according to 
which we start reasoning from what we cannot doubt. When it comes to considering 
the mind’s relation to the physical body, this methodological approach recommends 
that we reason according to the following rule:

 . . . anything we experience as being in us, and which we see can also exist in wholly 
inanimate bodies, must be attributed only to our body. On the other hand, anything 
in us which we cannot conceive in any way as capable of belonging to a body must be 
attributed to our soul. (p. XXX, this volume) 

Descartes’ argument for dualism relies on a connection between what we can con-
ceive and what is possible. The argument adopts the principle that if we can conceive 
of X without conceiving of Y, then it must be the case that X is not identical to Y. 
Descartes goes on to argue that, since he can conceive of a body without a mind (e.g., 
a dead body) and a mind without a body (e.g., God, or an immortal disembodied 
soul), the body and mind must be distinct.

Whatever the theoretical strengths of substance dualism, Paul Bloom’s short piece 
contends that it is an intuitive position. Bloom contends that we are natural-born 
dualists. In this and other work (e.g., Bloom 2004), Bloom argues for an innate, dedi-
cated mental mechanism whose function is to detect others’ mental states. The pres-
ence of such a mechanism is supposed to account for the ease with which people can 
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 Part Two: Mind and Self 195

explain one another’s behavior. Human behavior is much more complicated than the 
behavior, for example, of cars, yet almost everyone is adept at explaining the behavior 
of people by positing beliefs, desires, and other mental states, whereas explaining the 
behavior of cars is an acquired skill, one contained in a far smaller percentage of the 
population. What’s more, children develop this ability to explain the behavior of oth-
ers naturally, without any real instruction or even learning. Additionally, the small sub-
group of people that have profound trouble explaining the behavior of others, people 
with autism, appear to have a developmental disorder. Based on this evidence, Bloom 
concludes that humans are mind readers from an early age; and he posits that when 
children learn about death, an intuitive dualism follows from this universal tendency 
to think in terms of mental states. Among other evidence in favor of natural-born 
dualism, Bloom refers to an experiment by Jesse Bering and David Bjorklund (2004). 
In these studies, preschool children are presented with a puppet show, in which Brown 
Mouse is having a terrible day. He’s lost, sick, thirsty, and very sleepy. And things get 
even worse for Brown Mouse, because he’s soon eaten by Mr. Alligator! After see-
ing the play, children are asked a series of questions. Though they tend to recognize 
that Brown Mouse won’t ever need to go to the bathroom again and that his brain 
no longer works, they still think that he’s hungry and that he wants to go home. In 
other words, kids tend to say that Brown Mouse’s mental states persist, even when his 
biological processes cease. This is evidence that the belief in an immortal, disembodied 
mind is natural. As Bloom (2004) writes:

Young children do not know that they will one day die. But once they learn about the 
inevitable destruction of their body, the notion of an afterlife comes naturally. This is the 
most important consequence of seeing the world as Descartes did. (p. 208)

Regardless of its intuitive appeal and the philosophical arguments in favor of it, 
substance dualism is a startlingly bold hypothesis. It puts the mind outside of the 
physical world altogether. Descartes, however, did not intend to put the mind outside 
of the causal world altogether. Descartes thought the mind and the brain interact with 
one another. According to his view, neural activity leads to thought and feeling in our 
nonphysical minds; and the immateriality of a feeling is no bar on its infl uencing our 
behavior. Thus, Descartes’ form of dualism is also a type of interactionist dualism 
(in addition to being a variety of substance dualism). The interactionist thinks that 
although the mind and body are separate, they can interact in causal ways. Since Des-
cartes embraces the conjunction of substance dualism and interactionist dualism, we 
will refer to the conjunction of these two theses as Cartesian dualism.

In a lengthy correspondence with Descartes (several letters of which are reprinted 
in this volume), Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia raised an important challenge to Car-
tesian dualism. As she noted, it is quite diffi cult to see how the mind can interact with 
the body if the mind is necessarily a nonphysical thing. Causation seems to only hold 
between physical entities; in other words, causation only holds in the world of the 
physical. If the physical is a closed causal system, then how can a nonphysical entity, 
like the mind, interact with a physical entity? Causation seems to need some form 
of contact or, at least, some relationship over a distance (like gravitational pull), but 
how can a nonextended entity either make contact with or even stand at any distance 
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196 PAR T TWO: MIND AND SELF

removed from a physical thing? As Cottingham et al. (1985) note, Descartes’ reply to 
this question is as follows:

 . . . that the body causes the soul to have feelings and passions, and the soul causes the 
body to move, through an inexplicable “union” between the soul and body—did not 
satisfy the princess. Nor was she satisfi ed when Descartes sought to answer her questions 
with vague moralizing and practical advice for the control of the passions. (325)

Descartes eventually obliged Elisabeth’s request that he “defi ne the passions, in 
order to know them better” (p. XXX, this volume). Relying on his previous ground-
breaking anatomical research involving experimenting via vivisection to investigate 
muscular movement, among other empirical undertakings, Descartes wrote his fi nal 
treatise, The Passions of the Soul, as a response to Elisabeth. Descartes surmised that 
the mind and the body must interact somewhere, and he concluded that the pineal 
gland was the most reasonable seat of the mind/body interactions. Anatomically, this 
was a reasonable guess given the limited understanding of neuroanatomy at the time, 
for the pineal gland is centrally located between the two hemispheres of the brain. 
Thus, it seems that the pineal gland might be the type of juncture that could affect the 
entire brain. However, this somewhat clever solution does not speak to the conceptual 
question that Elisabeth raised: How is it possible for a nonphysical entity to causally 
affect a physical one? If the physical world is a causally closed system, then how can a 
fundamentally nonphysical entity affect the physical world in any way?

Phelan et al. raise a further challenge for Cartesian dualism. One of the greatest 
promises of Cartesian dualism is purported to be the possibility that the nonphysi-
cal mind is protected from the ravages of the physical body. However, cases of brain 
damage indicate that physical injuries to the brain cause serious harm to the mind. 
Cartesian dualism needs to be able to explain why the nonphysical mind seems to be 
damaged by physical damage to the brain, for this seems to suggest that ravages to the 
physical body do indeed cause ravages to the mind.

Because of the interaction problem, the challenge of brain damage, and other prob-
lems, Cartesian dualism is rejected by most contemporary philosophers.

THE ELIMINATION OF THE MENTAL

If our intuitive theory of mind, Cartesian dualism, is fraught with so many conceptual 
problems, why not just abandon it, like other intuitive but conceptually problematic 
belief systems? The fact that an explanation comes naturally to us does not serve as jus-
tifi cation for the explanation. For example, before receiving some rudimentary train-
ing in physics, people think that balls that are ejected from curved tubes will follow 
curved trajectories. This natural explanation of the path of the ball is part of our basic 
“folk physics.” But such folk judgments are often the product of mental processes that 
rely on heuristics, or fast and imprecise rules, for dealing with a world in which numer-
ous physical variables make timely and accurate physical predictions diffi cult to come 
by. The fact that folk explanations are overwhelmingly of a heuristic and ultimately 
false nature gives us some reason to reject them, or so claims the eliminativist Paul 
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Churchland. Like Bloom, Churchland claims that people employ an intuitive psycho-
logical theory—or folk psychology—that underlies their explanations of the behavior 
of others. However, Churchland goes on to claim that folk psychology is so badly 
mistaken that the very concepts it uses—belief, desire, intention—do not correspond 
to real entities in the world. Churchland likens folk psychology to failed physical and 
biological theories of yore like phlogiston theory and vitalism. Churchland argues that 
folk psychology is a stagnant theory, one that has not evolved in any meaningful way 
in eons. According to Churchland, folk psychology also fails to explain a wide array of 
data that should be in its explanatory purview. Churchland also charges folk psychol-
ogy with being unable to integrate itself with what he sees as the emerging synthesis 
among various previously distinct disciplines. As the prototypical eliminative material-
ist, Churchland holds that not only is dualism false but also that beliefs, desires, and 
intentions do not exist.1

ELIMINATIVISM’S RELIANCE ON ARGUMENTS FROM 
REFERENCE

What motivated Churchland to argue for the elimination of beliefs, desires, and inten-
tions is the idea that folk psychological terms such as belief and desire don’t actually 
refer to anything. If none of the terms used in a particular branch of science actually 
picks out any real things, then we have a good reason for getting rid of that science. 
Suppose, for example, that there were no such things as electrons, protons, or any of 
the fundamental posits of physics. In that case, we would have a pretty good reason for 
concluding that our science of physics was deeply mistaken and in need of rejection or 
fundamental reconceptualization. But, as Mallon et al. argue in their included piece, 
determining whether or not a scientifi c term actually refers to anything in the world 
is a nontrivial matter, and, importantly, it presupposes some theory of what it is for a 
scientifi c concept to refer to an object in the world.

Mallon et al. identify this argument for eliminativism as an argument from reference. In 
an argument from reference, a theorist fi rst adopts a particular theory of how terms refer. 
Churchland and other eliminativists, for example, assume that concepts refer to whatever 
satisfi es the description people typically associate with that term. Next, the theorist who 
is using an argument from reference goes on to show that, if the adopted theory of refer-
ence is correct, the terms of whatever scientifi c or philosophical theory they are discussing 
have some specifi c property. Churchland and other eliminativists, for instance, contend 
that if our terms refer descriptively, then the terms used in our folk psychological expla-
nations fail to refer to anything, because nothing in the world satisfi es the descriptions 
people associate with beliefs, desires, and so on. Finally, the proponent of an argument 
from reference goes on to draw some philosophically signifi cant conclusion. For example, 
Churchland and other eliminativists conclude that folk psychological theories must be 
rejected because their terms (belief, desire, etc.) fail to map onto the actual world.

Arguments from reference, such as Churchland’s argument for the elimination of 
mental states, only work if the particular theory of reference they invoke is the correct 
theory of reference. But how do we determine if a particular theory of reference is 
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198 PAR T TWO: MIND AND SELF

correct? As Mallon et al. point out, “the correct theory of reference . . . is commonly 
thought to be constrained by our intuitions about . . . reference . . . in actual and fi c-
tional cases” (p. XXX, this volume). This method of settling on the correct theory of 
reference seems to assume that intuitions about actual and fi ctional cases will be more 
or less universally shared. However, as Mallon et al. conclude from a review of some 
recent experimental work, there is good reason to conclude that there may be cross-
cultural and individual differences between people’s intuitions about important fi c-
tional cases. If so, our intuitions fail to show that one theory of reference is the correct 
one, and Churchland’s conclusion, among the conclusions that assume a particular 
theory of reference, fail to follow.

FODOR, FUNCTIONALISM, AND THE PERSISTENCE OF THE 
AT TITUDES

Mallon et al. try to undercut eliminativism by going negative: they argue that a crucial 
premise in the eliminativist argument, the premise relying on a theory of reference, is 
unsupportable. However, one can also try to stave off eliminativism by offering a positive 
account of what mental states are. Functionalism attempts to offer such an account.

Between such stark positions as dualism and eliminativism lies functionalism. The 
functionalist thinks that states such as believing, hoping, wanting, doubting, and so 
on, are functional states—that is, states that function in a certain way and are identifi ed 
by their functions. For the functionalist, what makes something a belief is not that it 
has a certain structure (e.g., it does not matter that psychological states are composed 
out of neurological states); rather, what matters for the identity of a psychological state 
is that it serves a certain role in one’s psychological economy. The functionalist points 
out that psychological states are like lots of other things that we identify based on what 
they do. What makes something a mousetrap, for example, is that it serves a certain 
function, that is, trapping mice. Be it a snap trap or glue trap, it’s the role it plays in 
our homes that is important. What is not important to identifying a mousetrap is the 
specifi c materials out of which it is built; a mousetrap can be built out of wood, metal, 
plastic, and so on. Likewise, the functionalist holds that what makes something, for 
example, a belief, is that it serves a certain role in a mental economy.

Jerry Fodor attempts to secure the ontological footing of psychological states in 
just this way. For Fodor, as things stand in our world, psychological states happen to 
always be instantiated by neurological states; that is, every given instance of a psycho-
logical state is also an instance of a neurological state. However, Fodor thinks that 
different kinds of psychological states, such as beliefs, are not just identical to differ-
ent kinds of neurological states. To put it crudely, there isn’t a belief neuron, nor is 
believing always achieved by some particular part of the brain. Instead, a mental state 
like “believes” is realized by lots of different neurological states (and could even, in 
principle, be realized by nonneurological [e.g., silicon] robot CPU states). Again, 
what is ultimately important is the role a state plays, not what it is made of.

On the picture just sketched, the functionalist arrives at a middle position between 
the extremities of embracing a dualism and eliminating psychological states altogether. 
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Since most functionalists think that the things that happen to play the psychological 
state role are all, as a matter of fact, neurological states, most functionalists don’t need 
to posit any nonphysical realm of the mind, as Descartes did. On the other hand, 
because psychological states are not just neurological states, one can still talk about 
them in terms of their distinctively psychological roles.

Of course, one might still ask the functionalist, why posit psychological states at all? 
It is this question that Fodor’s paper takes up. Fodor is a full-fl edged psychological 
realist: he thinks psychological states are mental representations that have real causal 
powers, just as tables, chairs, and protons do. Taking beliefs, desires, and the like to 
have real causal powers allows us to explain vast amounts of human behavior. Fodor 
argues that our theory of mind works so well that it is easy to overlook its innumerable 
successes. Just by uttering certain words, we can predict disparate people’s behavior 
despite numerous individual differences (and these predictions can be quite compli-
cated, traversing a vast amount of time and space). Fodor takes such predictive accu-
racy as a strong reason for believing in the existence of mental states. After all, how 
could we account for such predictive accuracy if mental states, the entities we use in 
such predictions, were actually nonexistent? And note that, in other areas of science 
when we use a certain entity for prediction and explanation, we assume that entity 
really exists. When we speak of gravitational fi elds causing smaller celestial bodies to 
be attracted to larger celestial bodies, we take it that such a gravitational fi eld actu-
ally exists. Part of our reason for believing in its existence is that by positing such a 
phenomenon, we can explain our observations. Our understanding and predicting of 
behavior involves positing mental states, so Fodor thinks we have good reason to allow 
such states into our ontology, as we would in any other investigative inquiry.

REAL PAT TERNS AND INTERPRETIVE STANCES

Just as the functionalist takes a more moderate ontological stance than the dualist and 
eliminative materialist, Dennett seeks to take an even more concessive position. Den-
nett is an interpretationist. As opposed to the functional realism of someone like Fodor, 
Dennett proposes that mental states are not necessarily inner, causal states of people. 
Whereas the functionalist thinks that beliefs and desires give us a mechanistic explana-
tion of behavior, the interpretationist only goes so far as to claim that intentional states 
are tools we use in predicting behavior. For the interpretationist, beliefs and desires are 
like centers of gravity and the average American family. The average American family 
needn’t exist (and in fact couldn’t exist if it has only 1.86 children), but it could still be 
quite useful to use in predicting certain facts. For example, were someone to offer you 
$100 to predict how many children are in the randomly chosen Jones family, it would 
be reasonable to use your knowledge of the average American family, as well as your 
knowledge that there are no 86% children, to generate a guess of 2. Although such a 
concept is useful, that does not imply that it refers to an existing entity.

Dennett describes explaining people’s behavior in terms of intentional states 
(another term for mental states such as beliefs and desires) as taking the “intentional 
stance” (Dennett, 1987) toward a person (or object, for that matter). Taking the 

 Part Two: Mind and Self 199

Allhoff_Ch04.indd   199Allhoff_Ch04.indd   199 5/7/2012   8:25:46 PM5/7/2012   8:25:46 PM



200 PAR T TWO: MIND AND SELF

intentional stance involves predicting behavior by positing beliefs and desires that it is 
rational for the person (or object) in question to have. For Dennett, there is no further 
fact of the matter about what beliefs the person actually has; rather, we assign beliefs 
against an assumption of rationality. Hence, the interpretationist does not take belief 
ascription to be a merely descriptive endeavor like most scientifi c observations are. 
For a typical example of scientifi c observation, consider how in comparative psychol-
ogy experimenters often use experimental paradigms where they observe how long, 
for example, a rhesus macaque monkey looks directly at a stimulus. Coding how long 
the monkeys looked in a certain direction is, when all goes well, merely a descriptive 
endeavor. Since, for Dennett, belief ascription does not follow this strictly descriptive 
route, belief ascription does not seem properly scientifi c. Dennett concludes that, 
contra Churchland, beliefs exist but not necessarily in the “industrial strength” way of 
Fodor. Instead, Dennett thinks that they describe certain patterns of behavior. Beliefs 
do not necessarily carve the world at its joints, but they are helpful in picking real pat-
terns that emerge from neural activity. In sum, Dennett is a materialist who wants to 
stave off eliminativism and Fodor’s industrial-strength realism by embracing beliefs as 
an abstract description of a pattern of underlying neural activity.

FOLK PSYCHOL OGY AS A FULL-BL OODED THEORY

One recurring theme of this discussion has been that people use their ascriptions of 
mental states to predict other people’s behavior to some greater or lesser extent. But 
there are other questions we might ask about the process of mental state ascription. 
For instance, many contemporary philosophers and cognitive scientists have asked 
what the specifi c psychological mechanisms are that allow us to attribute mental states 
to others. Theory theory provides one answer to this question. It is the position that 
people understand other people’s minds on the basis of an unconscious, tacit theory 
about how people’s minds work. In particular, the theory theory of Gopnik and Well-
man claims that children gain an understanding of others’ minds by using a tacit the-
ory. The theory theory theorist sees the child as a little scientist, gathering evidence, 
testing hypotheses, and revising his theories of the mind accordingly.

Gopnik and Wellman’s argument in favor of theory theory has two main moves. 
First, they analyze what it takes for something to count as a theory, and then they 
marshal evidence from developmental psychology to support their contentions. They 
claim that theories posit abstract entities to interpret, predict, and explain certain phe-
nomena. These entities should cohere in a lawful way with one another and with the 
observed phenomena. Theories aren’t just static bodies of entities in lawful correlation 
with one another; instead, theories are dynamic entities, entities that change as new 
evidence comes in. For example, when a theory’s hypotheses are disproven, they are 
replaced by better, more confi rmed hypotheses.

After delineating some characteristics of theories, Gopnik and Wellman delve into 
the developmental data to show that the child’s theory of mind undergoes certain 
transitions. For example, Gopnik and Wellman claim that the two-year-old only posits 
desires and perceptions. However, the three-year-old countenances a greater number 
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of mental states such as pretending, knowing, and dreaming. Yet the three-year-old 
still has trouble with belief, particularly false belief. The three-year-old does not have 
a robust understanding of how someone can misrepresent some state of affairs. By 
the time the three-year-old matures to a fi ve-year-old, his or her theories too have 
matured. The fi ve-year-old understands representations and misrepresentations and 
can, in particular, make sense of false belief. In this way, Gopnik and Wellman interpret 
the child as holding a theory that gains theoretical depth and explanatory power as the 
child develops. Between two and fi ve years old, the child’s theory gains more abstract 
entities and the child understands the relations between such entities and the relations 
between the entities and the world better as time goes on.

THE PERSON AS SCIENTIST,  THE PERSON AS MORALIST

Joshua Knobe also addresses the topic of how we use mental states to explain one 
another’s behavior. Knobe’s paper takes aim at a Gopnik and Wellman–style the-
ory theory. Gopnik and Wellman suggest that the way children learn about others’ 
minds is akin to the way that scientists develop theoretical frameworks. In opposition, 
Knobe contends that people’s everyday reasoning is unlike scientifi c reasoning in that 
everyday reasoning is suffused with moral considerations. Contra Gopnik and Well-
man, Knobe has developed the view that “there is literally a non-conscious process 
whereby moral judgments infl uence intuitions about intentional action which then 
serve as input to the mechanisms underlying intuitions about [other people’s mental 
states]” (2007, 98). (In the included selection, Knobe reviews some of the evidence 
supporting this claim.) This has the result that the attribution and use of mental 
states for the purposes of explaining action itself rests in part on moral considerations. 
Knobe concludes that when we explain one another’s behaviors, we are not merely 
tough-minded scientists, as Gopnik and Wellman’s theory suggests. When we want to 
account for our attributions of mental states, we must also recognize that the theory 
that drives those attributions is driven in part by moral considerations.

Note
1.  We focus on beliefs, desires, and intentions—or propositional attitudes—as opposed to men-

tal states in general, because Churchland believes that sensations needn’t necessarily be 
eliminated. Churchland thinks sensations will be identifi ed with brain states and ultimately 
reduced to them, whereas he thinks we need to eliminate all the propositional attitudes from 
our ontology.
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