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I n Searc h o f  Intentiona l  Causatio n 

Steve n J .  Barrer a 
Departmen t  o f  Pbilosopb y 030 2 

Universit y o f  California ,  Sa n Dieg o 
U J o l l a . C A 92037-030 2 
sba r re ra f l ucsd .ed u 

Introductio n 
M a ny approache s t o understandin g cognitio n 

begi n wit h a n explanatio n o f  b o w w e us e intentiona l 
state s (Cummins ,  1989) .  Intentiona l  states ,  suc b a s 
belief s an d desires ,  supposedl y denot e jus t  thos e menta l 
state s tha t  a n agen t  take s t o meaningfull y refe r  t o fact s 
abou t  th e world .  Agent s us e thes e menta l  state s t o 
explain ,  pla n an d perfor m actions .  However ,  reductionis t 
approache s t o cognitio n sugges t  tha t  behavio r  ca n b e 
causall y explaine d i n purel y neurological/syntacti c terms . 
I f  a  syntacti c accoun t  o f  cognitio n succeed s i n explainin g 
behavicx' ,  the n i t  woul d appea r  tha t  intentiona l  state s lik e 
"believing '  o r  'desiring '  ar e no t  causall y relevan t  i n a n 
explanatio n o f  a n agent' s behavior ,  sinc e w e woul d hav e 
reduce d thes e high-leve l  notion s t o mor e basi c causa l 
factors .  Intentiona l  explanations ,  o n suc h a n account , 
become 'epiphenomenal '  o r  causall y inert . 

Alle n (1995 )  argue s tha t  intentiona l  state s m a y 
yet  b e causall y efficaciou s unde r  suc b reductionis t 
theories .  Alle n begin s b y grantin g tha t  menta l  state s m a y 
be token-identica l  t o brai n states .  Tha t  is ,  eac h menta l 
stat e i s constitute d b y it s neurologica l  properties .  Alle n 
the n claim s tha t  standar d argument s fo r  suc h neurologica l 
reduction s contai n a n ambiguity .  H e contend s tiiat  w e 
must  distinguis h betwee n tiie  effec t  a  propert y ha s o n a 
singl e toke n an d th e effec t  tiiat  possessin g tha t  propert y 
may hav e o n a  grou p o f  tokens . 

Thi s distinctio n i s illustrate d wit h a n analog y t o 
bo w th e propert y 'genuine '  applie s t o money .  Suppos e th e 
physica l  toke n '20$NOTE '  instantiate s a  twenty-dolla r 
bill .  A n exac t  counterfei t  o f  suc h a  token ,  i f  i t  i s  trul y 
token-identical ,  wil l  hav e al l  th e sam e physical ,  causa l 
propertie s o f  a  genuin e 2 0 $ N O T E .  A t  thi s point ,  di e 
propert y 'genuine '  seem s causall y inefficaciou s t o Ui e 
valu e o f  an y particula r  2 0 $ N O T E .  However ,  Alle n claims , 
i f  w e floo d th e marke t  witi i  counterfei t  2 0 $ N O T E s ,  w e 
can alte r  th e valu e o f  eac h toke n 2 0 $ N O T E withou t 
changin g an y o f  thei r  physica l  characteristics .  I n tiiis  way , 
potentiall y  havin g di e propert y 'genuine '  o r  'counterfeit' , 
thoug h no t  physicall y identifiabl e i n th e 2 0 $ N O T E itself , 
has a  causa l  effec t  o n di e valu e o f  suc h tokens . 

Allen' s accoun t  depend s o n usin g th e contex t  i n 
whic h a  toke n i s  use d t o suppl y intentiona l  content . 
Appropriatin g Millikan' s (1984 ,  1993 )  accoun t  o f  actio n 
whic h emphasize s th e importanc e o f  a  token' s histor y i n 
determinin g it s use ,  Alle n argue s Uia t  th e situationa l 
element s sunoundin g th e developmen t  o f  a  toke n provid e 
a contex t  whic h isn' t  physicall y expresse d i n th e toke n 
itself .  Tha t  context ,  however ,  seem s causall y efficaciou s 

i n an y explanatio n o f  di e token' s behavio r  an d i s necessar y 
fo r  th e token' s behavio r  t o b e successfu l  (fo r  i t  t o actuall y 
refer) .  I n di e sam e fashion ,  intentionalit y  ̂ plie s onl y t o 
Uios e token s wit h a n apiM'opriat e histor y an d contextua l 
development .  Thus ,  Alle n argue s tha t  i t  isn' t  tha t  eac h 
toke n mus t  intentionall y refer ,  bu t  tha t  enoug h token s 
must  intentionall y refe r  fo r  behavior s t o reliabl y develop . 
Analagously ,  mos t  20$NO'IE s mus t  b e genuin e t o hav e 
value ,  thoug h an y individua l  2 0 $ N O T E m a y b e bogus . 

I  argu e agains t  th e vie w tha t  intentionality ,  s o 
described ,  i s causall y efficacious .  Counter-example s ar e 
presente d demonstratin g Allen' s argumen t  t o b e inadequat e 
i n a t  leas t  tw o importan t  ways .  Fu^t ,  a  seriou s disanalog y 
exis u betwee n intentionalit y an d genuiness .  Alle n use s 
'genuiness '  a s a  succes s term ,  requirin g tha t  mos t  token s 
posses s i t  fo r  i t  t o b e causall y efficacious .  However ,  I 
argu e tha t  neurologica l  token s whic h 'accidentaUy '  refe r  t o 
behaviora l  state s d o no t  damag e di e genera l  us e o f  suc h 
tokens .  Furthermore ,  i t  i s  possibl e dia t  n o physica l 
token s posse s intentionality ,  wherea s Alle n begin s wit h a 
compariso n t o a  property ,  genuiness ,  dia t  doe s exist .  B y 
assumin g th e existenc e o f  a  meaningfu l  differenc e betwee n 
intentiona l  an d non-intentional ,  A U e n beg s th e questio n a t 
hand .  Second ,  I  argu e dia t  Alle n misconceive s wher e th e 
onu s o f  proo f  lie s i n thi s debate .  H e relie s o n a  skeptica l 
argumen t  whic h merel y state s tha t  intentionalit y hasn' t 
bee n disproven .  However ,  a s purel y physica l  account s o f 
behavio r  becom e mor e successfu l  an d evidenc e mount s 
agains t  th e causa l  rol e o f  intentiona l  states ,  i t  i s 
incumben t  o n th e defende r  o f  intentiona l  causatio n t o 
sho w tha t  suc h state s mus t  b e include d i n a  causa l 
accoun t 
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