Fodor's Causal Argument and Unwarranted Supervenience Assumption;

Examining Egan’s Argument

Abbas Mahdavi

Assistant Professor, University of Religions and Denominations, Qom, Iran. E-mail: a.mahdavi@urd.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Article

Article history:

Received 06 October 2023

Received in revised from 07
May 2024

Accepted 17 July 2024

Published online 21 March
2025

Keywords:

Individualism, Anti-
Individualism, Causal Power,
Supervenience, Jerry Fodor,
Frances Egan

In this essay, | examine Fodor's argument in favor of psychological
individualism and Egan's response. According to Fodor's causal argument,
every scientific theory individualizes states or identities according to their
causal powers. Therefore, Common sense intentional psychology should
individualize the states according to the narrow content. Fodor offers two
counter-examples to the above argument. According to the second counter-
example (2), the anti-individualist claims that since the behavior of twins is
distinct in type, their mental states must also be distinct in type, and according
to the causal powers of the distinct mental states of type, they are not identical.
Fodor gives two responses to the second counter-example. According to (2a),
Fodor wants to prove that we should not consider the behavior of twins as
different. As a result, the mental states of twins are not distinct. In response to
(2a), Egan claims that Fodor's argument is based on the assumption that
behavioral types supervene on brain types. According to (2b), Fodor makes
two similar arguments by likening "anti-individualist psychology" to "H and
T particle theory." One is to distinguish a type of Oscar's mental state from his
twin; The second is to distinguish between H-particles and T-particles. In
response to (2b), Egan claims that Fodor presupposes an unwarranted
supervenience assumption in both arguments without providing an argument
for it. Finally, I conclude that if Fodor has no good argument for the doctrine
of the supervenience, then he has no reason to distinguish between extensive
contents and other relative properties.
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Extended Abstract

The main idea of Fodor's causal argument is to show that differences in the broad content of Oscar's
and Oscar's twin thoughts (or differences in the relational properties of the twins' psychological
states) cannot cause differences in their causal powers. In other words, the differences in the broad
content of the mental states of twins are not the differences in their causal powers. Therefore, these
differences are not involved in the goals of psychological explanation; they are not involved in the
taxonomy of scientific psychology.

Fodor offers two anti-individualist Counterexamples to the above argument. According to the
second Counterexample, the anti-individualist claims that since the behavior of twins are distinct
in type, their mental states must also be distinct in type, and accordingly, the causal powers of
mental states that are typically distinct are not identical.

Fodor gives two answers to the example of the second violation. According to Egan, Fodor's
responses to the second Counterexample are based on an unwarranted supervenience assumption.
According to Fodor, based on the supervenience thesis, the only mechanisms that realize
psychological laws are neurological mechanisms, and neurological properties supervene on local
microstructure. As a result, the psychological properties also supervene on the local
microstructure. Therefore, If the claim of supervenience of causal powers on the local
microstructure (internal features) is true, then you cannot have a causal effect on the causal powers
of a person's mental states without having a causal effect on his physiology. That is, the claim of
supervenience of causal powers on the local microstructure means that no change occurs in the
causal powers of people's mental states unless there has been a change in the causal powers of their
brain states.

Egan rejects the "absolute local supervenience of causal powers." He claims that the
intelligibility of mental causation does not require that mental states supervene on the local
microstructure, but requires that mental states be physically realizable as brain states. In general,
Supervenience is a relation between types, while causation is a relation between state/event tokens.
For mental causation to be possible, there must be a mechanism that links tokens of mental states
to the type of mental states that have tokens of behavioral states. Fodor did not provide any
convincing evidence for the idea that mental states individuated through wide content cannot be
physically realized as brain states. Thus, non-locally supervenient (on local microstructure) can
exemplify causal law and be involved in scientific taxonomy. (Egan, 1991: 190)

In order to show the unwarranty of the supervenience thesis, | argued, inspired by Burge, that |
agree with Fodor that the real world was constructed in such a way that events in the external
world, only through affecting one's body (one's nervous system), affect one's mental events, And
that nothing (not even mental events) has a causal effect on a person's behavior except by affecting
the local states of the person's body (locality of causation). But | do not agree with Fodor that any
difference in the typology of mental states or behavior must have a similar difference in the
typology of neural states; Because typology in psychology is different from typology in neurology.
If the typology in psychology is different from the typology in neurology, then the types of
psychological states do not supervene the types of neurological states. In fact, from the necessary
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dependence of psychological causation on neural causation and the continuity of causation at the
nerve level, one cannot jump to the local supervenience of psychological type on neural types. So
local causality does not imply local supervenience (thus, Fodor's assumption is false). In the same
way, from the necessary dependence of psychological causation on neural causation and the
continuity of causation at the level of the nerve, one cannot jump to the local individuation of the
psychological type through neural types. Therefore, local causation does not require local
individuation. (Burge, 1989: 320) According to Burge, one may accept both the principle that
distant events (mediated causes) can have local effects only through a chain of intermediate causes,
and the principle that the local behavior of the system is determined through its internal structure
and is affected by local causes, without agreeing that the type of mental events and states should
be individuated based on their local causes and effects (causal relations) or non-contextually.
Rather, agree that the pattern of individuation is still dependent on contextual realities. Therefore,
the type of psychological states should not be individuated in a non-contextual or local way; That
is, they should not be supervened by the type of neurological states. Therefore, we discard the
"absolute local supervenience of causal powers." (Van Gulik, 1989: 154)

So, inspired by Burge and Egan, what follows is coherent (whether true or not): (1) neurological
properties supervene on local microstructure; (2) psychological laws are realized by neurological
mechanisms; (3) neither properties that are represented by psychological laws are supervened on
neurological properties; nor exemplifications of psychological property supervene on
exemplifications of neurological property.

If Fodor replies that only mental causal powers supervene on internal properties (not absolute
causal powers), then he needs a special reason to distinguish between mental causal powers and
other (non-mental) causal powers. Finally, if Fodor has no good argument for the supervenience
of psychological causal powers on local microstructure, then he has no reason to distinguish
between wide contents (or relational psychological properties) and other relational properties in
terms of their involvement in scientific taxonomy.
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