QUESTION-BEGGING
PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATIONS

Andrew Ward

A widely acknowledged assumption made by many cog-
nitive scientists is that whatever fundamental parts a psychol-
ogy breaks its subjects into, “the smallest, or most fundamental
or least sophisticated parts must not be suppqseq to pf—:.'rform
tasks or follow procedures” that require attributing mtentlonalfy
characterized abilities and activities to them.! What this means is
that any adequate non-question-begging analysis of ir_\tentlc_)n-
ally characterized abilities and activities must_be one in which
intentionally characterized abilities and activitles_ are analyzed
into something, none of whose parts have intentionally charac-
terized abilities and activities attributed to them.? In what follows
I will argue that there is nothing question-begg_ing in_ a represen-
tationalist psychology that does not analyze intentionally char-
acterized abilities and activities into something, none of vyh-qse
parts have intentionally characterized abilities and activities
attributed to them. | will conclude that the assumption that a non-
guestion-begging psychology will be one that m_akes no
(ultimate) appeal to unexplained intentionally characterized abili-
ties and activities is false. _

The first question to ask is why focus on representational
psychology? Here | follow Daniel Dennett, Jerry Fodor qnd
others in saying that the only psychology that could possibly
succeed in explaining the complexities of intentionally char_acter—
ized abilities and activities must posit internal representations.3
According to Dennett, this assumption “has b_een deerr]ed
obvious by just about everyone except the radical behavs_or-
ists. . . .” Nevertheless, an acceptance of this assumption
seems to lead to a question-begging psychology. Briefly, the
problem begins with the claim, attributed by Dennett_ to
representationalism, that “nothing is intrinsically a representation
of anything; something is a representation only for or to some-
one. . . .5 Thus, if the representational character of representa-
tions must be made reference to in explaining intentionally char-
acterized abilities and activities, another assumption Dennett
attributes to representationalism, then it will be necegsary to

posit some internal interpreter of the representations—a
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homunculus. However, because interpretation is an intentionally
characterized activity, representationalism seems to face a
dilemma. Either the intentionally characterized activity of
homunculi will be explained by positing additional representa-
tions, or there is some explanation for the activity that does not
require making reference to representations. In the first case,
since something is a representation only for or to someone, addi-
tional interpreters-—sub-homunculi—of the representations need
to be posited. But these sub-homunculi are themselves inter-
preters of representations which require positing still more repre-
sentations and their attendant homunculi ad indefinitum. In the
second case, if intentionally characterized abilities and activities
at some level can be explained without making use of represen-
tations, then the same sort of account could be extended to other
levels making reference to representations at any level otiose.
As Dennett says, in a non-question-begging psychological
theory, “all the homunculi are ultimately discharged.”® Thus,
representationalism is either question-begging because it never
“discharges” intentionally characterized homunculi, or it is a
theory having only instrumental value because representations
are ultimately discharged.

If one accepts Dennett’s claims about the assumptions
that representationalism is committed to, then the way out of this
dilemma is, | believe, to grasp its first horn. To this end it is use-
ful to begin with Wittgenstein’s claim in the Philosophical Investi-
gations that “. . .there is a way of grasping [understanding] a rule
which is not an interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we
call ‘obeying the ruie’ and ‘going against it' in actual cases.”? This
remark contrasts with his earlier view in The Blue Book that in
any genuine instance of ruie following, “the symbol of the rule
forms part of the calculation.”® What Wittgenstein came to see
was that this view leads to a vicious infinite regress. If to follow
a rule requires applying a symbolic expression for it, then follow-
ing a new rule will require an application of a symbolic expres-
sion of that new rule, and the question of whether the symbolic
expression is being correctly followed will recur ad infinitum.
Thus, Wittgenstein was led to the view that there is a way of
grasping (understanding) a rule in which the action of following
the rule does not require an interpretation of the rule.

In light of the above remarks, what the representationalist
can say is that there is a way in which homunculi may have
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intentionally characterized abilities ar_ld activities attrlbu_te_d to
them that does not require positing smp!er‘,_r_nore spec[al-t;ed
homunculi with intentionally characterized abllltles_and actlvmeg.

Just as there is a way of exhibiting the understand]ng of a rule in
which the action of following the rule does not require an mterpre-
tation of the rule, so too a homunculus can ex_hlb!.t its mten}nonal
character by responding to the stimuli that impinge on it ahnci
producing the appropriate behavioral response w:thout_t a

response having to be explained by poslltmg repr_esentgtlons.
Thus, if one asks what it means to attribute an intentionally
characterized ability or activity to a homuncullu.s,_twp answersI
are possible. First, the homunculus may exlr_ublt_ its lnten_tlona;}I
character by responding to the sti_mull that impinge on it e;]nt
producing the appropriate behavioral response wﬂhout.t a

response having to be explained by posmng_ reprgsentatlons.
Second, the homunculus may be decomposed into s:mpler, mo_rre
specialized homunculi to whom intentiona}ly characterized abili-
ties and activities are attributed. In the first case, because no
further homunculi are posited, the regress comes to an er-td. In
the second case the regress continues and _the representatlo_nai-
ist is led to go on to account for the intentionally charact_er!zed
abilities and activities of the posited simpler, more specaahzetd
homunculi. The regress threatened by the sg_cond case};
avoided by the recognition that the decomposition ends wit

li described by the first case. _

homun&t;‘"e Wittgenstyain’s remarks may be suggestive, more
needs to be said about what it means to say that homuncgh
may respond to the stimuli that impin_ge on them and produce t e
appropriate behavioral response W|thou_t the response hay:r:g
to be explained by positing represer}tatlons. .Turnmg agaf‘n o
the Philosophical investigations, W!ttgenste_zm says that “.
‘obeying a rule’ is a practice. And to think one is obeying a rule |§
not to obey a rule.”® As G. P. Baker and P.‘M: S. Hacker notef, ;
obeying a rule was not something done within the contex.t o g
practice, then “how we understand a rule would not t_:e exhlblte_

in action.”10 Here the point is that because “[If]ollow[ng aruleis
a human activity”!1 and human activities derive the1|£ character
from the practices in which they are er,nbedded, then a;uy
application of the concept following a rule mu_st presuppose t de
context of a practice. If the background practice was removed,
the rules embedded in the practice would lose their meaning.
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Thus, whether or not the exhibition of the understanding of a rule
involves interpretation, the exhibition of an understood rule is
something that can only be done within the context of a
practice.13

Returning to the case of homunculi to whom intentionaily
characterized abilities and activities have been attributed, sup-
pose one grants that it is possible for such homunculi to exhibit
intentionally characterized abilities and activities without it being
necessary to posit representations that account for those abili-
ties and activities. What Wittgenstein’s remarks about rule
following suggest is that any exhibition of intentionally
characterized abilities and activities by homunculi can occur only
within the context of a particular set of practices. Accordingly, the
representationalist is led to ask two different questions:

(1) When does a sentient creature’s pattern of
behavior warrant attributing intentionally characterized
abilities and activities to it?

(2) Given that a sentient creature’'s behavior
warrants attributing intentionally characterized abilitios
and activities to it, why explain these abilities and
activities by positing representations and their attendant
intentionally characterized homunculi?

With respect to the first question, Wittgenstein’s discus-
sion of the conditions necessary for (proper) attributions of
pain,14 and his remark that a dog cannot simulate pain because
‘the surroundings which are necessary for this behavior to be
real simulation are missing”!5 are suggestive. What they sug-
gest is that the first question can be answered only by looking
at the sentient creature’s role within a particular social practice. In
particular, just as it is only against the backdrop of some particu-
lar language-game that questions of rule following can be mean-
ingfully asked in the first place, so too the question of when the
behavior of a sentient creature warrants attributing intentionaily
characterized abilities and activities to it can be answered only
relative to the practices of a particular community in which attri-
butions of intentionally characterized abilities and activities are
made. This means that no one can unilaterally understand what
it means for an instance of behavior to warrant the attribution of
intentionally characterized abilities and activities except by
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reference to the authority of securable communal assent on the
matter. Relative to the first question, it follows that the pattern of
behavior exhibited by a sentient creature warrants attributing
intentionally characterized abilities and activities to the creature
only if the behavior of the creature is such that the community
making attributions of intentionally characterized abilities and
activities accepts the behavior of the creature to be of such a
sort that the attribution of intentionally characterized abilities and
activities is warranted.1® A sentient creature whose behaviors
do not, in enough cases, accord in the relevant ways with those
of the community will not be a creature to whom intentionally
characterized abilities and activities will be attributed by the
community.

Given that within the context of the ordinary practices of
sentient creatures it is often proper to attribute o them inten-
tionally characterized abilities and activities, why explain those
abilities and activities by positing representations and their
attendant intentionally characterized homunculi? This is what the
second question asks. It is important to emphasize that the
representationalist making use of the ideas of Wittgenstein does
not attribute intentionally characterized abilities and activities to
sentient creatures because he or she has somehow found
homunculi to whom intentionally characterized abilities and activi-
ties are attributed. This is backwards. Instead, because the
behavior of the sentient creature is such that, within the com-
munity of which the representationalist is a member, the behav-
ior warrants attributing intentionally characterized abilities and
activities, the representationalist explains those abilities and
activities by positing representations and their attendant inten-
tionally characterized homunculi.

What the foregoing discussion suggests is that the repre-
sentationalist’s answer to the second question is that the most
plausible explanations of the intentionally characterized abiiities
and activities of sentient creatures that capture all the common
sense psychological generalizations wanted are explanations
that posit teams of homunculi to whom intentionally characterized
abilities and activities are attributed. Following Dennett, the idea
is that teams of such homunculi are posited in order to make as
much sense as possible of the attributions of intentionally char-
acterized abilities and activities warranted by the community

making such attributions.17 In other words, what the representa-
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t!onalist is interested in are constitutive questio i -
tionaily characterized abilities and activi?ies; vizrfswar:z(:ustc;?ttsegf
represgntations and attendant homuncular sub-structures must
be posﬂgd in order to warrant attributing to the sentient creature
a set of intentionally characterized abilities and activities largely
goher.ent and consistent by the standards of the representa-
thf‘IaIISt.’S community. Notice that the positing of representations
and their attendant homunculi is an empirical issue. if it turns out
that non-representational explanations better allow us to make
sense of the intentionally characterized abilities and activities
attributed to sentient creatures, then representationalism will, in
that instance, be abandoned. ’

, At this point an obvious question arises. If i
attn.but.ed intentionally characterized abilities and ar::?i:fri}tLilen: Ueltfn?:fr;
attr|t3ut|ons of intentionally characterized abilities and ac,tivities
require participation in a community in which the attributions are
made, does this mean that the representationalist must talk
.about. a community of homunculi that sanction the attribution of
Intentionally characterized abilities and activities to homunculi? |
hopg that the answer to this is no,; because the idea of a corﬁ-
mum?y of homunculi who make attributions of intentionally char-
acterized abilities and activities is jejune. Instead, | believe that
the representationalist can say that the community life of the
sen_tlg_nt creature to whom intentionally characterized abilities and
activities have been attributed provides the Necessary social
cor]tt_a)-(t for attributions of intentionally characterized abilities and
activities to the posited homunculi. 8 Recall that representations
and their attendant homunculi are posited in order to make as
much_ sense as possible of the personal level intentionally char-
acterized abilities and activities attributed to sentient creatures
by_the qommunity making such attributions. Thus, the represen-
tationalist starts out with personal level attributions of intention-
ally characterized abilities and activities, and then attributes to
hor_nypcuii only those intentionally characterized abilities and
a}ctIVIties necessary to make sense of the personal level inten-
tiona!ly characterized abilities and activities. In effect, the repre-
sentationalist is saying that the intentionality of the intentionally
cheilr_acteri:zed abilities and activities attributed to posited homun-
_cuil is derivative; it is derivative of personal level attributions of
|ptentaona|!y characterized abilities and activities that representa-
tions and their attendant homunculi are posited to explain. As a
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result, it is not necessary for the representationalist to talk about
a community of homunculi that sanction the attribution of inten-
tionally characterized abilities and activities to homunculi.
Instead, the intentionally characterized abilities and activities of
homunculi are best construed as abilities and activities that may
be identified and located in virtue of the corporate individual’'s
ro1I§ “in the social space of a historically functioning culture . . .
Let me now try to bring some of the strands of my account
together. What I've suggested is that intentional characteriza-
tions are always relative to a community in which intentional
attributions are made.20 Attributions of intentionally characterized
abilities and activities require a social context for them to make
any sense at all. What personal level intentionally characterized
abilities and activities are attributed will be constrained by the
representationalist’s goal: to make as much sense as possible,
within the community-intentional realm, of the behavior of
sentient creatures. Once personal level intentionally character-
ized abilities and activities have been attributed to the sentient
creature, the representationalist next asks the question: Does it
help in making as much sense as possible of the intentional
behavior of the sentient creature to posit representations and
their attendant intentionally characterized homunculi? If so, then
the representationalist will posit these representations and their
attendant homunculi. As was the case for personal level attribu-
tions of intentionally characterized abilities and activities, what
intentionally characterized abilities and activities are attributed to
the posited homunculi will be constrained by the representa-
tionalist’s goal of making as much sense as possible, relative to
her or his community, of the sentient creature’s intentional
behavior.

But now, what of the intentionally characterized abilities
and activities of the posited homunculi? Here the representa-
tionalist must ask whether decomposing these homunculi into
simpler, more specialized homunculi to whom intentionaily char-
acterized abilities and activities are attributed will help in making
sense, within the intentional reaim, of the sentient creature’s
intentional behavior? If the answer is yes, then the homunculi
ought to be decomposed. If the answer is no, then the homunculi
ought not be decomposed. In the latter case the intentionalist
psychological justifications for positing still further representa-
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tions and their attendant homunculi have been exhausted.2! The
regress ha_s_ reached the stage whers, rather than continu.ing the
dgcgmp_osmonal analysis, the representationalist may say that
this is §tmply how the sentient creature behaves (perhaps due
to tra!nmg_, perhaps due to biology, perhaps due to both). The
homuncu!i e_u this level may be said to exhibit their intent-ional
charagtenstncs in @ manner that does not require positing repre-
§entatlons. At each stage, the question of whether decom Fc?:asi—
tion ought to occur is an empirical one. P
ere two questions naturally suggest th i
wheth_er thg decomposition stops a); thegf?rst {evg;ngfis‘fr%efgg;
!evel,_rsn’t it the case that, because the posited hémunculi have
rptentlonafly characterized abilities and activities, the decomposi-
tion must go on? Second, if the decomposition stops, doesn't the
representational theory turn out to be a questi’on-be in
theory? The answer to the first question has already %geeg
given. Even though intentionally characterized abilities and
actrv_ltles are attributed to the posited homunculi, this does not
require addit_ional decomposition. This is the mora!,of recognizin
that not gli instances of understanding (grasping; following) g
rule require interpretation.22 The decomposition stt,)ps wheng“an
ungrounded way of acting”3 has been reached. The idea is not
that _the hpmunculi cannot be further decomposed, but that
nothlmg_ of interest is gained for the intentionalist psycl‘,lo!ogist in
continuing the decomposition.24 As Wittgenstein says, what has
been reached is a “psychological, not a logical terminus”25
:;T)?::,e rnatgxt_er th?nt continuing the decompositional analysis, the
ionalist ¢ is is si b
Sronturs baponals an say that this is simply how the sentient
.What then of the objection that repres i ism i
question begging? This objection dependg upigt?r?gnsaﬂfprgsii?
tion that any non-question begging explanation of an intention-
ally 'chara.cterlzed ability or activity must be one that explains
the intentional in terms of the non-intentional. However, this

supposition conflates at lease thr i i
Sxnationd® ee different kinds of

(a) Exp_lgnations of high-level intentionally characterized
a}brlftles and activities in terms of lower-leve!, inten-
tionally characterized abilities and activities. ’

(b) Explanations of intentionally characterized abilities




and activities in terms of non-intentionally character-
ized abilities and activities.

(c) Explanations of high-level non-intentionally character-
ized abilities and activities in terms of lower-level,
non-intentionally characterized abilities and activities.

[t's true that if one recognizes only explanations of the form {(b)
or {c), then explanations of form (@) are question begging. Put
differently, if one assumes that the only way that intentionally
characterized abilities and activities could be genuinely explana-
tory is in virtue of the absorbability of intentional psychology
into some non-intentional science, then representational expla-
nations of the sort | have proposed are not genuinely explana-
tory. However, this is where to draw a second moral from the
writings of Wittgenstein. The goal of intentional psychology is to
make as much sense as possible of intentionally characterized
abilities and activities, not 1o offer explanations of non-inten-
tionally characterized abilities and activities. Because the repre-
sentationalist is offering explanations within the intentional realm,
explanations of form (a) are not question begging. To suppose
otherwise is tantamount to saying that explanations of form (c)
are question begging because they explain high-level non-
intentionally characterized abilities and activities in terms of low-
level non-intentionally characterized abilities and activities. But
this seems to be the wrong conclusion to draw. Rather, we
should say that as long as the explanations are explanations of
non-intentionally characterized abilities and activities, then
explanations of form (c) are perfectly appropriate, and mutatis
mutandis, that explanations of form (a) are also perfectly
appropriate. Thus, in recognizing that the language games of
intentional psychology and of non-intentional sciences are differ-
ent, we may say that the claim that explanations of form (a) are
question begging ought to be resisted.

So, finally, what can be said about psychological expla-
nations? A couple things, | believe. First, the sort of explana-
tions that my version of representationalism makes use of need
not be causal explanations. This does not mean that actions
have no causes, nor does it mean that we do not make reference
to intentionally characterized abilities and activities in the expla-
nation of actions. However, just because reference is made to
intentionally characterized abilities and activities in the explana-

H

;lg;';i tti)é :2510dn2citt' d_tt:_es not follow that intentionally characterized
ivities explain those actions b
the causes of them. Ps i ecause they are
4 . Psychological explanatio i
allowing the inquirer to make ns explain by
. as much sense as possibl
tive to the conceptual framewo inqui passlble, rela-
rk of the inquirer, of the i i
ally characterized abilities and activiti , &1 the Intention-
] activities of the subj i
Does this mean that i ject studied.
psychological explanations will
causal explanations? The answer to thi oV be
! o this question is, | beli
unknown. Because psychologi ' S | believe,
own. gical explanations depend
specification of the interests of com i < opencC dbon @
, - munity making th
tions, then it is possible that g Ine expiana-
TS, some psychological expl i
will be causal. Which ps i i planations
. ychological explanation
be causal will depend u iri > may turn outto
i pon an empirically discovered
the question: Are there i erec answer to
. psychological predicates that pi
natural kinds? If there are such i at pick out
predicates, then at least
part of common-sense psycholo ’ o5 Some
! ’ ! gy can be absorbed int
intentional science and the i 1o a non-
! psychological explanati i
to this part of intentional i P lons belonging
psychology will be causal. | i
there are no such predicates?’ al. In contrast, if
es</, then no part of intenti
psychology can be absorbed into i i nientional
! a non-intentional scienc d
no psychological explanations will b i oo
what is important is that intent e causal. In either case,
_ ! ional psychology and -j
tional science are not in competiti i i non-inten-
OT petition with each other. B
nizing the context dependence of i sdiaend
- psychological explanati
we are permitted to recognize the valu _p ons:
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psychological explanations that are not causal expianzgg?sg
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20Witigenstein, 1979: §§ 482, 483.
2tWittgenstein, 1979: § 217.
22Wittgenstein, 1979: § 201.
23Wittgenstein, 1972: § 110.
24Wittgenstein, 1970: § 234,

25Wittgenstein, 1970: § 231. Also see Budd, 1989, pp.
43ff.
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