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Abstract

Functionalism is one of the most widely accepted contemporary theories in the
philosophy of mind for explaining consciousness. It is based on the principle of multiple
; | realizability. According to this principle, the function of a system does not have an
intrinsic correlation with its physical substrate. Therefore, systems with different
"| physical properties can perform similar functions. This principle rests on the assumption
that a system's function depends solely on its causal roles within a causal network. In
contemporary philosophy of mind, the nature of causal roles has been a topic of intense
debate. This debate has not only arisen between proponents and opponents of
functionalism, but also among different branches within the functionalist school itself.
One of the most heated discussions in this area has been between reductionists, who
argue that causal roles can be reduced to physicalist functions, and non-reductionists,
who believe in the metaphysical independence of causal roles.This paper, after outlining
the foundations of functionalism and the areas of disagreement, aims to offer an
epistemological approach to address the existing challenges in explaining causal roles.
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Introduction

Functionalism emerged as a response to the shortcomings of behaviorism and the
identity theory in explaining mental states. While behaviorism focused exclusively on
observable behavior and the identity theory reduced mental states to specific
neurobiological processes, functionalism defines mental states by the causal roles they
play within a system. It argues that mental phenomena, such as pain, are characterized by
their functional relations to sensory inputs, internal states, and behavioral outputs rather
than by their physical realization. By embracing the principle of multiple realizability,
functionalism provides a more flexible framework for understanding the mind, allowing
identical mental functions to be instantiated through diverse biological or artificial
structures.

This principle, however, rests on a foundational assumption that has become the locus
of intense contemporary debate: the nature of the causal roles themselves. The question
of whether these roles are metaphysically independent of their physical substrates or are
ultimately reducible to them has not only divided functionalists from their critics but has
also created a significant schism within the functionalist school itself. This internal
debate fundamentally questions the explanatory power of non-reductive functionalism,
particularly when confronted with the causal closure of the physical domain.

This paper aims to navigate this complex terrain by proposing an epistemological
framework that reconciles the competing demands of physicalist ontology and the
functionalist emphasis on causal organization. We argue that by adopting an
epistemological dualism, it becomes possible to maintain the scientific legitimacy of
higher-level functional explanations without falling prey to the causal exclusion
argument. This approach suggests that while mental states are ontologically realized
through physical processes, their explanatory significance can be understood through
their unique roles within cognitive models, offering a coherent path forward for
functionalist theory.

Causal Roles and the Irrelevance of Physical Structure

This section develops the functionalist claim that mental states are defined by their
causal roles rather than by their physical constitution. Mental phenomena such as
pain contribute to an organism’s survival by mediating between sensory inputs,
other mental states, and behavioral responses. Because these causal functions can be
realized through different physical substrates, functionalism endorses the principle
of multiple realization and rejects the identification of mental states with specific
neural structures. The section then examines Hilary Putnam’s computational
interpretation of the mind through the model of the Turing machine.

Putnam argues that a system’s logical organization, rather than its physical
implementation, determines its mental states, thereby reinforcing the functionalist
distinction between causal organization and material realization. This computational
framework established one of the central philosophical foundations of modern
functionalism. Putnam argued that mental states are functional rather than physical, using
the Turing machine to distinguish causal organization from material realization. His
probabilistic automaton extended functionalism to explain the complexity and variability
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of human cognition.

The Problem of Causal Exclusion and the Return to Reductionist Physicalism

This section examines Jaegwon Kim’s critique of classical functionalism through the
problem of causal exclusion. Kim argues that if the physical domain is causally
closed, mental causation must ultimately be explained in physical terms, making
non-reductive functionalism difficult to sustain.

He proposes that multiple realizability is compatible with local reductions of mental
states to distinct physical realizations rather than a single universal reduction. The debate
highlights the tension between preserving the causal efficacy of mental states and
maintaining a coherent physicalist ontology.

Epistemological Dualism: A Bridge Between Reductionism and Non-Reductionism

This section explores attempts to reconcile reductionist physicalism with non-
reductive functionalism. Shoemaker explains mental causation through inherited
causal powers grounded in physical states, while Ludwig distinguishes metaphysical
causation from epistemic causal dependence to preserve functional explanations
without abandoning physicalism. Drawing on Woodward’s interventionist account
of causation, the discussion argues that mental states can retain explanatory
significance despite their physical realization, suggesting an epistemological
framework that bridges reductionist and non-reductionist interpretations of
functionalism.

This section proposes epistemological dualism as a way to reconcile reductionist
physicalism with non-reductive functionalism. While mental states are ontologically
grounded in physical processes, they can be understood epistemologically through their
functional roles within cognitive systems. Functional explanations therefore retain
scientific value without competing with physical causation. By distinguishing
ontological realization from epistemological description, this framework preserves
multiple realizability and supports higher-level functional models applicable to both
biological and artificial systems, offering a coherent response to the problem of causal
exclusion.

Conclusion

Functionalism advanced the philosophy of mind by explaining mental states through
their causal roles and accommodating multiple realizability, thereby overcoming key
limitations of behaviorism and identity theory. Nevertheless, Kim’s causal exclusion
argument challenged non-reductive functionalism by insisting that causal
explanations remain grounded in the physical domain.

This article argues that an epistemological dualist framework offers a viable
reconciliation. While mental states are ontologically realized through physical processes,
they can be understood epistemologically as higher-level functional
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1. “The nature of mental states" (1967)
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1. functional state of a whole organism
2. Probabilistic Automaton
3. The mental life of some machines (1967)
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1. Samuel Karlin
2. K-machine
3. “The myth of nonreductive materialism”
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1. The causal closure of the physical domain
2. reductionist
3. disjunctive
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1. epiphenomenalism
2. anomalous

3. U. T. Place

4.J.J. C. Smart

5. global
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1. causal profile
2. forward-looking powers
3. backward-looking powers
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. overdetermination

. causation / causal relevance
. two-place relation

. three-place relation

. contingent
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1. folk psychology
2. counterfactual intervention
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1. Post-Biological Functional Epistemology
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