Comments on Ellis’s 
“Reconciling the Enactive Mind with Causal Closure: 
The Causal Structure of Self-Organizing Systems”


In my comments, I want to press for some clarification of one of Ellis’s arguments for what appears to be one of his principal concerns.  In his paper, Ellis attempts to address, among other things, the problem of mental causation.  To do this, he first, on page 2, invokes a counterfactual definition of causation.  The idea is that event c causes (distinct) event e iff (if c occurs then e occurs) and (if c does not occur, then e does not occur).  Suppose that the event of flipping a switch causes a light to go on.  Then, if the flipping were to occur, then lighting would occur and if the flipping were not to occur, then the lighting would not occur.


Second, also on page 2, Ellis draws attention to a role of background conditions in causal claims.  To say that flipping the switch causes the light to go on, we suppose that there are some implicit background conditions, such as the bulb being good, the bulb being wired in the right way, the circuit being powered in the right way, and so forth.  


Immediately after introducing this apparatus, Ellis writes, “At the organizational level at which brain processes and consciousness occur, we can make such causal statements.  The question, then, is whether this notion of causation leaves room for an overall pattern of activity to be genuinely active rather than merely reacting to the summed reactions of its own micro-constituents.”  This seems to be saying that we need to face the problem of mental causation.  Given that there is apparently both a mental cause R for some outcome event O and a physical cause P for some outcome event O, how can both R and P be a cause of O.  The causal efficacy of the mental appears to presupposes a systematic overdetermination of the outcome event O by both the mental and the physical.  So, how, in the half a page following this statement, does Ellis propose to solve the problem of mental causation?


Notice that I think that we must look for Ellis’s answer before the middle of his third page.  The reason is that, at that point, he begins to talk about R’s “genuinely acting rather than only reacting.”  He says that “R has the power to arrange the BCs” and “R pre-arranges the background conditions.”  These are merely alternative locutions for saying that R is causally efficacious.  So, if he is entitled to say this, then he must have already offered his solution to the problem of mental causation.  So, how in that limited space between pages 2 and 3 does Ellis propose to solve the problem of mental causation?  How does he propose to solve it using only the tools of a counterfactual analysis of causation in the context of relevant background conditions?


Prima facie, Ellis wants to say that there are cases in which (1) is true, but (2), (3), and (4), are not true.
(1) R causes O because, given BC, if R were to occur, then O would occur and if R were not to occur then O would not occur

(2) P1 causes O because, given BC, if P1 were to occur, then O would occur and if P1 were not to occur then O would not occur

(3) P2 causes O because, given BC, if P2 were to occur, then O would occur and if P2 were not to occur then O would not occur

(4) P3 causes O because, given BC, if P3 were to occur, then O would occur and if P3 were not to occur then O would not occur

In (1)-(4), Ellis supposes that R is multiply realizable by P1 or P2 or P3 all under background conditions BC.  Were this correct, it would appear to be a solution to the problem of mental causation, since it would give us the conclusion that R causes O and the lower level realizers P1, P2, and P3 do not.

But, even though this is the conclusion that Ellis needs at this point, that R cause O, but P1, P2, and P3 do not, he appears not to fully endorse this argument.  He writes,
Superficially, it appears from this diagram that neither P1 nor P2 nor P3 is necessary or sufficient for O, given the relevant BCs. Either P1 or P2 or P3 could serve as the micro-level realizers of the larger relational pattern, R. And if this is true, then it would seem that R is necessary and sufficient for O, and that either P1 or P2 or P3 could be used to subserve the pattern R, depending on the background conditions; in this case, we might think that O would be the result, regardless of which of them subserved the relational pattern R.  (Italics added)
In addition, in the two succeeding paragraphs, he entertains arguments against this conclusion.  These are his two caveats.   His first caveat is that R may not be multiply realizable once all the background conditions have been nailed down.  Given the entirety of the background conditions, perhaps only, say, P1, could have realized R.  What Ellis has in mind here is that given the entire previous history of the universe, only one realizer, say, P1 could have realized R.  In that case, however, it appears that given the entire previous history of the universe, not only would R be necessary and sufficient for O, P1 would also be necessary and sufficient for O.  But, if both R and P1 are necessary and sufficient for O, then both would appear to be causes of O, and one has recovered the problem of mental causation.  Ellis’s second caveat is that, “even if R is multiply realizable, this is very different from saying that R itself was not caused to be the way it was by some previous micro-level events (Ps). In that case, everything may ultimately be caused at the level of the micro-constituents after all.”
So, the interpretive problem should be clear.  On the one hand, in the paragraphs spanning pages 2-3, Ellis needs an argument in defense of mental causation.  On the other hand, he appears not to accept, and indeed appears to reject, the only thing that is plausibly construed as a defense of mental causation.


So, what is going wrong here?  I think that there are two conceptions of background conditions that are in play here.  We might call them “generic” and “historical” background conditions.  As an example of “generic” background conditions, one might consider the conditions that are invoked in the formula for the period of a pendulum, P = 2π√l/g, where l is the length of the pendulum and g is the acceleration due to gravity.  The background conditions in this case are that the pendulum is not acted upon by the friction in the air, that the string supporting the pendulum bob has no mass, and that the amplitude of the pendulum is “small”.  These “generic” background conditions refer to general conditions under which the law is a good approximation to what is observed.  These kinds of background conditions differ from the kind of “historical” background conditions Ellis invokes when he appeals to “all the background conditions.”  What I am calling “historical” background conditions refer to the actual history of the entire universe.

So, let us revisit Ellis’s arguments in the light of the foregoing “generic”/ “historical” distinction.  When “historical” background conditions are in play, it appears that both R and its actual realizer, say, P1, are both necessary and sufficient for O (given the determinism implicit in Ellis’s discussion).  So, in that case, Ellis has no solution to the problem of mental causation.  When “generic” conditions are invoked, however, it appears that the analysis of causation in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions against such generic background conditions breaks down.  This last point can be seen though an example.

Consider a two-switch light, one that will turn on if either of two switches in isolation is flipped.  In other words, the bulb will go on if switch A alone is flipped or switch B alone is flipped.  Now suppose that someone flips switch A and the bulb goes on.  It looks as though flipping switch A causes the bulb to go on.  What are the generic background conditions for this?  What features are relevant?  One might think these features include power being supplied to the house by the electric company, a good filament in the bulb, and the bulb being securely screwed into the socket, but nothing regarding the condition of the circuit containing switch B or the state of its rocker switch.  Call this set of “generic” background conditions BCa.  Call the corresponding set of “generic” background conditions for switch B BCb.  Notice that, given BCa, flipping A is not necessary for the light going on.  It could happen that, given BCb, flipping switch B will turn the light on.  What this shows is that fixing the “generic” background conditions BCa is not enough to make it the case that flipping switch A is necessary for turning on the light.  We evidently need to invoke a more expansive set of historical background conditions, call it BCa*, that includes the fact that some element of limited the set of generic conditions BCb or the flipping of switch B does not obtain.  Given the historical background conditions BCa*, flipping switch A is then necessary for turning the light on.  

What this suggests is that Ellis’s preferred theory of causation needs is the “historical” conception of background conditions.  Yet, with the “historical” conception of background conditions, he appears to have no solution to the problem of mental causation.  So, appearances and aspirations to the contrary, Ellis appears to have no solution to the problem of mental causation.
