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outg}c}le of the behaviorist }llabel that is usually attached to his work.
_Lhe argument is straightforward. First, itis apparent on any reasonable construal th
logical behaviorism is a reductionist project about the mind.}'zl'he basic claim of lggticgi

project in The Concept of Mind.

Ryle’s basic argument in 7he Concept of Mind is thought to be di i
_ ' : irected t
Cartesian dualism, the so-called dogma of the ghost in tl?él machine.” In shjlgt?l?ffe

10

RYLE AND THE PARA-MECHANICAL

same category as the comeept of a building, the concept of a field, or a library. The
concepts are of different loggcal types.

According to the orthodks inferpretation, Ryle is at pains to show that Cartesianism
commits an error of just this kimd with regard to our concept of the mental. However, this
is only part of the story. Ryle’s arguments against dualism are meant to be equally
applicable to materialism—and’ this mcludes behaviorism. According to Ryle’s analysis
both of these positions commit the same basic category mistake when conceiving of the
mental. They each are commiited to a conceptually confused description of the mind,
which Ryle calls “the para-mechanical hypothesis.”

The “para-mechanical hypothesis” is shorthand for what Ryle identifies as the
underlying conceptual framework that shaped the Cartesian picture of our mental life.
It is the view that in order for a persoa to qualify as having a mind—as being intelligent,
stupid, having beliefs, desires, and so forth-—it requires a certain kind of inner causal
organization of the person or organism under question. The mind is some causal
mechanism which operates behind a person’s public and purposeful actions. To put it
another way, it is the view that we need to appeal to some hidden, inner and causal
mental occurrences of the person (such as beliefs, desires, intentions, etc.) in order to
understand or make intefligible the actions of that person, especially those actions we
classify as clever, voluntary, purposeful, or in a word, inteligent.

Understood this way the para-mechanical hypothesis seems to be a Very common-
sensical view of the mind, one widely held by dualists and non-dualists alike When I
want to explain the intelligent actions of a person I appeal to the beliefs, desires, and any
other relevant mental states of the individual to make sense of what the person is doing,
This works so often and with such a high rate of success that it seems obviously true. So
it should strike us as odd to think that Ryle wants to argue that this conception of the
mind is fundamentally in error. But I do not propose to defend Ryle’s position, rather |
want to show that he has been fundamentally misunderstood. To see this, we should
examine why he is at odds with the para-mechanical hypothesis about the mental.

Throughout The Concept of Mind Ryle has recourse to a quasi-historical account of
the possible motivations for accepting the para-mechanical hypothesis.” According to
this story Descartes was caught between two conflicting motives. The science of Galileo
showed that his methods were competent to provide a mechanical theory which covers
every occupant of space. As a man of science Descartes could not but endorse the claims
of Galileo’s mechanics. On the other hand, as a religious and moral man Descartes could
not accept the consequences of these mechanics for human nature, and more importantly
human freedom,; the nature of humanity could not simply be a matter of the complexity
of certain mechanical workings.

It was believed that the physical sciences had established, or were on the way to
establishing, that the things and events of the external world are rigidly governed by
discoverable laws, laws the formmlation of which admit no appraisal-words. It was feft
that all external happenings are confined within the irom grooves of mechanical
causation. The genesis, the properties and the courses of these happenings were, or
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would be, totally explained i 1 |
pur%oseless forcgs (;}; 2 169d4 én _}g;ms of measurable and, it was supposed, therefore
ne is di
o co\:élgg ‘gzt (:)f;‘ t(l)lsrthts dlé?rr;ma for Descartes and subsequent philosophers was to
B de%crib y met;t life (our intentions, volitions, etc.) as a resident in the
mechapically describ eT world. A broad ontological distinction was made between the
e nd material 0 1ativcnd the results of mechanism for human nature, mind was
honoyed fom such anx:gotrh . It;Iowever, there was obviously still some causal connection
oenoen he mind an f?h ody. Intelligence still directed the body on appropriate
s ome ca es g uman behavior were thought to issue from the mové)ment
Syibarticles of m ofeli an cl)):hers from the workings of minds or souls. That is, while
I&ué‘uan actions must bgrﬁl?eg’égfsagg Ifgrlllg;zcsﬂ?raﬁii:hafl: s ofmecl:hanical causes o
i  be tk - causes, name ’
i igﬁg}ﬁz f);tyxzi:?oglteﬂlgent, purposeful, or voluntary human actignlg e;r::g.l 1;:131111::1511 o
ond othon iy actio hsa was thus understood as a difference in their causation Desca%::nt
o ormers hoped to f an‘ge a;ireservos:d human‘dIgnity by construing mental concept "
: cal processes, but instead as signifyi 1 echanica]
proce}s;lses. gnifying special non-mechanical
This attempt to preserve human freedom igni
i : ¢ an. and dignity was, accordj
(e, e, Mo e e bl 5
_ , ete. orists ribi i
:;g%ﬁ- g;:lss‘];f_ttle 1‘?01}‘3 than a'parallel vocabulary to mech:z?;i.ull\)fﬁﬁsscﬁemtg i
Gifporen smtsso(%' things from bodies; mental processes are causes and eféh'::i:%ss, gut
tho oo Sorts ¢ ciugetsil and effects from bodily movements. And so on. Some i s
the forcigns X g‘ec ed the University to be an extra edifice, rather like a college ‘I;V ta;ias
considerat ga usalerent, 50 the repudiators of mechanism represented nund% asu 2
fokers of cnisa processes, rather like machines but also considerably differe t‘z‘rXtrél
ks imrg waat; a para-mechanical hypothesis (ibid., 19). v eom
and ontace s ;'lprehatlpn, Descartes and others unwittingly adhered to the ammar
onreascoies of 1 echanics. The differences between the physicat and the mer%tral
ropresentad as di Fsrtzltl?s‘ mside the‘ common framework of the categories of ‘th‘jw g
e dtribute’, e’ process’, ‘change’, and most importantly ‘cause’ and ‘effi -4
povoad of removi ogn ; ];nentai from the mechanical the conception of the menti
pecame and exten sical'o the mechanical conception of the world. It was unseen me?:lal
thner, but ot é) t)}/w pﬂy}s’gafqigirley cagsal in its manifestations. So, according ic? %cylet,
Catepory nmely b ysical e understood as being members of the same logicai

According to Ryle this identification of the mental within the same framework as th
rk as the

mechanical i i
echanical is the fundamental category mistake perpetuated by Descartes and others

He was quick to poi i i
point out that this concepti
o : t : ption of the mental 1
intl;ls‘:gggﬁce;? ﬂf"or Anstance, it leads to the well known p?gg?eﬁr? ngr'n mind-body
e ton. If a?&mmd Is a causal locus_ of human action, it seems a diﬁicmlll‘.nd-bOdy
explain para-mechanical mind can interact with a mechanicall caused o
ous consequences also follow on Ryle’s analysis Y cansed world. But
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If the problem of the freedom of the will was the problem how to reconcile the -
hypothesis that minds are to be described in terms drawn from the categories of
mechanics with the knowledge that higher-grade human conduct is not a piece with the
behavior of machines, then, on Ryle’s analysis it is apparently a problem that is
unresolved. Since bodies are rigidly governed by mechanical laws, and the mental is |
understood as undergoing regular modifications according to some similar but not-quite-
mechanical (para-mechanical) processes, it seems to follow that the career of the mind ;
is no less deterministic than the movements of physical bodies. That is to say, insofar as
the mind is conceived as a species of the mechanical, then it is reasonable to expect that
the mind is para-deterministic. In this case, the freedom of the will is not as safe as was
originally thought. The para-mechanical hypothesis seems to undermine the very reasons
for wanting to conceive of the mind as para-mechanical in the first place.

Yet, the problems of mind-body interaction and the freedom of the will were not the
only problems Ryle had with the para-mechanical hypothesis. He was concerned that
adopting the para-mechanical hypothesis would make people absolutely mysterious and
intractable, when in fact people are fairly easily managed and relatively easy to
understand.

According to Ryle, it is an historical curiosity that it was not noticed that the entire
para-mechanical hypothesis was broken-backed. Theorists correctly answered that any |
sane man could already recognize the difference between say, rational and non-rational |
utterances or purposive and automatic behavior. Else there would have been nothing -
requiring to be salved from mechanism. Yet the explanation given presupposed that one
person could in principle never recognize the difference between the rational and the
irrational utterances. Save for the doubtful exception of himself, he could never tell the
difference between a man and a robot (ibid., 20-21).

Ryle points out that if mental concepts refer only to the hidden, inner causes of
human behavior, then external observers could never know whether the overt actions
were correlated with certain mental antecedents, so they could never know whether their
ascription of mental concepts—such as intelligent, stupid, voluntary, clever, etc.—were

correct or incorrect. If an action is, say, intelligent in virtue of an antecedent intelligent
cause (as Ryle takes the para-mechanical hypothesis to indicate), we could never know
the cause and thus never know the action was intelligent.

The crux of the problem is that according to the para-mechanical description of the
mental, the mind is thought of as a special kind of causal antecedent to behavior.
However, if this were true our characterizations and explanations of the performances

of persons as intelligent, stupid, rational, hypocritical, cowardly, brave, and so on, could
never have been made. The original reason for providing a special causal theory of mind
would never have arisen, Ryle claims this demonstrates that the para-mechanical
hypothesis, and any doctrine that follows from it, is fundamentally in etror.

Ryle accuses these theorists of mistaking the logic of their problem. In effect,
Descartes and others realized that the problem of accounting for rational, voluntary,
intelligent human action in terms of mechanics would lead to certain difficulties, but
then they assumed that the solution was a counterpart of mechanics. They asked, “Giver
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- the principle of mechanical causation does not tell us the difference between say
onomous and involuntary action, what other causal principle will tell us?” They
ceived the problem as a causal problem—-as a problem within the idiom of causes
| effects, which, on Ryle’s analysis, undermines the whole para-mechanical project.

At this point we could object to Ryle’s treatment of the para-mechanical hypothesis
a number of accounts, but it is not my purpose to defend or criticize his position here.
her we are trying to understand how Ryle could be anti-reductionist about the mind.
it is important to keep in mind what Ryle thinks he has done with this analysis of the
a-mechanical hypothesis. The central point seems to be that the problems of a
tesian picture of mind, namely the problems of mind-body interaction, the freedom
the will, and even the problem of other minds, are merely symptomatic of a deeper
iceptual confusion. This confusion consists in thinking of the mental as being of a
e with the causal or mechanical. That is, much as thinking of a university as another
Iding among buildings is a confusion about the concept of a university, so too taking

mind to be another causal component of the world is a confusion about the concept
the mental. It is a category mistake. _

If Ryle’s argument is successful it will have devastating implications for how we
\ceive of the mental. But these consequences won’t just affect dualist accounts, they
| be equally applicable to materialist theories of mind. For if Ryle’s central criticism
the para-mechanical hypothesis is that ‘mind’ and ‘body’ are erronecusly understood
reing terms of the same logical type, then Ryle would resist the notion that the mental
11d be reduced to the physical. And indeed Ryle makes a point of this.

Ryle argues that in order for two terms to be legitimately conjoined or legitimately
sosed they must belong to the same category (ibid., 22 ). But mind and matter, or the
ntal and the mechanical do not belong to the same categories. Thus conjoining them
opposing them is logically illegitimate. For example, to say that she has just
chased a left-hand glove and a right-hand glove is a logically legitimate conjunction
“left-hand glove” and “right-hand glove.” However, it would be illegitimate to say she
1ght a lefi-hand glove, a right-hand glove, and a pair of gioves. That is, to understand
three term as being members of the same logical type would mean that she bought
ee distinct and separate items, and this is absurd. This is exactly what Ryle accuses
. Cartesians of doing, and by extension the para-mechanical hypothesis about the
ntal: “It maintains that there exists both bodies and minds; that there occur physical
ycesses and mental processes; that there are mechanical causes of corporeal
wements and mental causes of corporeal movements” (22).

Now the reduction of mental states and processes to physical states and processes

t materialism suggests presupposes the legitimacy of the conjunction of mind and

tter. In other words, mind and matter are considered as two types of mechanical
ities, in particular as purveyors of causes and effects. But this is precisely what Ryle
1t pains to argue against in his analysis of the para-mechanical hypothesis. If mind and
tter are no longer seen as sharing the same logical category, then materialism is just
mistaken as dualism. '
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It will also follow that both Idealism and Materialism are answers to an improper
question. The ‘reduction’ of the material world to mental states and processes, as well
as the ‘reduction’ of mental states and processes to physical states and processes,
presuppose the legitimacy of the disjunction “Either there exist minds or their exist
bodies (but not both).” It would be like saying “Either she bought a lefi-hand and a right-
hand glove or she bought a pair of gloves (but not both)” (ibid., 22-23).

With this I think we can say that Ryle was indeed anti-reductionist about the mind.
He resists the reduction of mental states to physical states because he thinks they are of
different logical types. To think that they can be reduced is to commit the same category
mistake as Cartesianism; it is to perpetuate the para-mechanical description of the
mental.

If we interpret logical behaviorism as attempting to translate all mental propositions
into propositions about observed or expected behavior (as I think we should}, then it is
misleading to interpret Ryle as a logical behaviorist. Bearing in mind what was just
discussed regarding the legitimacy of reducing mind to matter, if we were to press the
point and still interpret Ryle as a logical behaviorist, this would be tantamount to
accusing Ryle of committing the same category mistakes he accuses dualists and
materialists of committing. This interpretation is obviously uncharitable *

This argument, I think, provides very strong reasons for rejecting the conventional
interpretation of Ryle as a logical behaviorist. As such the immediate aim of this paper
has been fulfilled. However, removing the orthodox interpretation of Ryle as 2 logical
behaviorist is not so simple a task. More would have to be said about the passages in
Ryle’s work that appear to proclaim a behaviorist position. Some discussion of the
proper logical category for mental terms according to Ryle, would also be needed. The
present argument is simply a starting point for reinterpreting Ryie’s work.

T want to close with this final remark. In his book Dilemmas (1954) Ryle advises us
that “to understand the work of an original philosopher it is necessary to see—and not
merely to see but to feel—the logical impasse by which he was held up. We shauld
always be asking the question ‘Just what was the conceptual fix that he was in? What
dilemma was pinching him?”” (125). This is especially true in understanding Ryle
himself. His work, I would argue, is best understood as a reevaluation and wholesale
rejection of the traditional answers to the question “What is Man?” Ryle’s central
concern, the logical impasse that perturbs him, is how to understand human nature. It
may not be clear what answer Ryle would like to give to this problem. However, what
is clear, given the content of this paper, is that neither the dualist answer nor the
materialist answer are satisfactory for Ryle. “Man need not be degraded a machine by
being denied to be a ghost in a machine. He might, after all, be a sort of animal, namely,
a higher mammal. There has yet to be ventured the hazardous leap to the hypothesis that
perhaps he is a man” (Ryle 1949, 328).

Notes

1. Reviews and bocks abound with such references to his alleged logical behaviorism (see, e.g., Wisdom
1950, Hampshire 1970; Hofstadter 1951, Mikler 1951, Weiiz 1951; Gamett 1952; Pap 1932; Geach 1957,
Russell 1958; Smart 1963; Armstrong 1968, Lewis 1972; Fodor 1975; Dennett 1978; Rorty 1979; and Stich
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1983, just to name a few). One nateworthy exception is Park {(1994), who attempts to give a strictly non-
behavioristic analysis of Ryle’s position.

2. This story is present throughout Ryle 1949, byt he first uses it in 18-19; see also 23-24 and 76 ff.
Similar accounts also oceur in Ryle 1954, especially in chapters 5 and 6; and in hyg posthumously published
notes on the freedom of the will in Ryle 1993.

3. The historjcal accuracy of this story is riot the central issuc here. Ryle could and did conceds that any
number of historical precedents could be used to illustrate his point. He focuses on Descartes because he most
clearly delineated the issue. : :

4. It is more dubious when we also consider Ryle's explicit denials of being a beha.vion'st. See Ryle
1949, 327-29: and his interview in Magee 1971. :
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