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The Ghost Outside the Machine

Emergent Materialism and Consciousness
In their book Introducing Consciousness, David Papineau and Howard Selina step through many theories of consciousness, moving in a linear fashion from Descartes to current philosophical and behavourialist beliefs. In doing so, three different theories emerge: dualism, materialism and mysterian (16-18).
 In addition to these three divergent explanations of consciousness, Papineau and Selina spend a significant amount of time discussing objectivity and reductionism. In this paper I would like to problematize their exclusionary breakdown of the three theories, as well as Papineau and Selina’s application of reductionism and objectivity. I believe that a fourth theory, which I will call emergent materialism, can offer a solution to the problem of objectivity in research, as well as the lack of results in reductionism.

To begin with, Papineau and Selina define dualism, materialism and mysterian as the three main options that emerge from discussions of consciousness. Dualism is based in the Cartesian experience, believing in a subjective experience of consciousness that is completely distinct from the mind. One of the primary objections to dualism is the question of how mind and body then interact with one another; is there a specified region of the brain that serves this function? What “magic” exists to link these two separate things? The “materialist option is suspicious of the divergence between subjective and objective… [i]t insists on a unity behind the appearances” (Papineau 17). The problem that plagues materialism is the question of how two things, the mind and brain, that feel so different, can be the same. Finally, the mysterian position is that “the understanding of phenomenal consciousness is beyond human beings at present” (Papineau 18). It is perhaps the elegant beauty of the mysterian position that makes it hard to argue with; what do you say to someone who’s retort will simply be ‘it is beyond us”? 

Selina and Papineau spend the remainder of Introducing Consciousness explaining the various flaws in the originating theories if dualism and materialism, but in all their discussion, they only pay very brief lip service to the ideas of C.D. Broad, the philosopher arguing an emergentist point of view. This viewpoint says “special ‘configurational’ forces… arise when matter is arranged in the complex patterns found in living bodies and intelligent brains” and that “vital and mental forces are nothing but special force fields that arise in specifiable circumstances” (Papineau 69). Unfortunately, the authors do not elaborate what caused the death of the emergentist belief. In fact, frequently over the course of their text they refer to that which emerges from another, which seems to suggest that the theory is not at all dead. In current terms, emergent theories seem to be present in chaos theory; it could be suggested that when many small systems get together, such as cells, a larger system emerges that could not necessarily be predicted when looking at those original and individual cellular systems. It also seems possible to apply the chaotic and random happenings of causal completeness, illustrated by a soccer match, are also the random happenings of an emergent, complex system (65).
When faced with complex systems, a very natural impulse is to reduce them down to smaller parts. This can be problematic, though, because it is very difficult to break a cookie down into its component parts of flour, eggs, chocolate, etc. But because of an embracing of science, it has become “hard to understand how consciousness can fit into reality” (Papineau 24). Science has taught that we can reduce things down to atoms, molecules, gravity and more. We learn to reduce things to their component parts, and then assume that’s all there is. While we often cannot rebuild once we have broken down the parts, it seems to point more towards our lack of understanding emergent properties. If we consider consciousness an emergent property of the physicality of the body, when we break the body down into component parts in a reductionist move, we cannot rebuild and recreate consciousness because we have not mastered the, for lack of better word, magic that happens with emergence. It is a chaotic process that cannot be reproduced in laboratory conditions; maybe Rodney Brooks and Cog fail because, although there is the ability to build the physical, there is not the ability to control the emergent. Just as we have discovered that temperature is nothing but mean kinetic energy, so, argue the reductionists, we should accept that conscious states, like pain, are nothing but certain brain states. 

But why do we need to reduce it to the mere physical? While reductionists might have a very valid point in saying that brain state influences conscious state (thus leaving room for an explanation of persistent vegetative states, amongst other issues), is it truly necessary to reduce it down to only that? It seems like the same thing as reducing a tree down to a component part of a leaf, branch, or root – it is a small part of the whole. A leaf alone is not a tree, nor is a root or branch. It is when you put those pieces together that you get a tree. (And quite often, you cannot put the pieces together once they have been taken apart. They have lost some essence that allows them to merge together as “tree”.)

It is this hard problem of consciousness that also lead us to objectivity. When Papineau and Selina say, “no objective, scientific definition seems able to capture the essence of consciousness,” the assumption in the statement is that there is such a thing as objectivity (6). However, the observer’s paradox
 quite clearly indicates that people attempting to objectively record events end up affecting the results they’re recording. Couldn’t this similar theory be applied to the study of consciousness? That is, by trying to objectively define consciousness, we are not taking into account our inherent biases and beliefs that affect what we are seeing and assist in forming our definitions.

Leibniz points out that you can know everything about the physical workings of the brain, but you still won’t know about consciousness “This seems to show consciousness must be something different from physical mechanisms” (Papineau 59). Likewise, Gilbert Ryle was on the right track when he “ridiculed the traditional picture of the mind as a separate subjective realm controlling the movements of the body,” calling it “the ghost in the machine” (Papineau 40). I believe that we can take Ryle’s ghost and place it back into the body, 

Emergent Materialism: someone who believes that there is some emergent property that comes about because of the structure of the system? Would that work, and is that an accurate definition? 

Since functionalism doesn’t commit itself on what mental states are made of, but only on structural matters, it is strictly consistent with dualism or even idealism. Maybe some special non-physical “mind-stuff” arises within the brain of conscious creatures, and fills the structural roles specified by functionalism. If this conscious mind-stuff has the right structure of causes and effects, then it will itself provide the basis for functionalist states of mind. (50) It seems scarcely credible that a mere physical system could display the subtle behaviour found in human beings. This does not conflict with emergentism, at least not modern, or materialist emergentism. After all, look at the variability and randomness inherent in chess. (71)
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� While many of the subsequent definitions of consciousness deviate from these three, they are always tied back to them; thus, for the purpose of this essay we will stay with these original definitions.


� Papineau and Selina do not specifically refer to the observer’s paradox, but it is also known as quantum indeterminacy, and is used when discussing Schrödinger’s cat, which they do refer to. A short definition says that if an observation is not observed, it is impossible to know what the outcome will be. 





