Abstract: A defense of the existence and causal role of abstract objects in a Platonic ontology as influenced by the work of Roderick Chisholm.  If plausible, the nature and role of abstracta in the form of states of affairs gives us some reason to believe that a successful description and explanation of human and animal intentionality (both in terms of intentional attitudes like beliefs and in terms of intentional explanations) that is not closed to the physical world.

Key terms: Abstract objects.  Platonism. Causation.  Physicalism.  Causal closure. Roderick Chisholm.
Abstract Objects and Causation;
Bringing Causation Back Into Contemporary Platonism;
By Charles Taliaferro (St. Olaf College)

Victor Hugo once remarked that nothing is more powerful in the world than an idea whose time has come.
 He probably had no intention of making a claim about the metaphysics of ideas, and it is unlikely he would have insisted upon understanding ideas, thoughts, universals, and so on as a Platonist or nominalist or in terms of some other position.  Still, it seems obvious that (on some level and in some sense) we as individuals and societies understand ourselves and the world in terms of our ideas, we guide our actions in accord with our ideas of value, and it seems that we can weigh or describe some of these ideas as having more or less power. 


In this essay I take this above, basically common sense, understanding of ideas and values to build up a Platonic account of abstract objects.  Some of the terrain in this essay is unoriginal and builds on some extant metaphysics in articulating a philosophy of abstract objects.  What makes this essay different is that I propose there are reasons for thinking that abstract objects play a causal role in our world.  While Plato thought abstracta (for him, the ideas or forms) have causal powers (beautiful things are beautiful because of the form the Beautiful), most defenders of abstracta in the modern era and today believe them to be causally inefficacious.
  I believe that there are good reasons to think that we cannot describe or causally explain any intentional activity by humans or animals without understanding how abstracta play a constitutive role in intentionality.  It is because of the nature of abstracta that some things happen or do not happen (or some things cause X and some Y).  I suggest that this is philosophically interesting because it cuts against an important philosophical school of thought: forms of physicalism and theories of causation that exclude the nonphysical from playing a causal role with what is physical.  I propose that there are reasons involving abstracta to reject the causal closure of the physical world.  To some readers, this project of beginning with the kinds of observation we find made by Victor Hugo and winding up with Platonic entities may seem to line up with Bertrand Russell’s famous remark: “The aim of philosophy is to start with something so obvious as to not be worth mentioning, and to end up with something so paradoxical that no one will believe it.”
 In terms of strategy, the aim of this paper will be somewhat the reverse.  I will use a minimum of commonplace observations (those referred to in the opening paragraph) to go right to Platonic abstracta and then to propose that we need such abstract in accounting for matters that seem (at least to some of us) to be something so obvious that it comes very close to not be worth mentioning.  So, in the end, I propose that the unavoidably evident fact that humans and other animals have intentional attitudes and do things for reasons provide grounds for believing that abstracta play a central role in the description and explanation of events in the world.


There are three sections.  In the first I offer a philosophy of abstract objects and the reasons why some philosophers believe them to be causally inefficacious.  In the second section reasons are advanced why we should recognize the reality of states of affairs and their playing a robust role in explaining intentional acts and activity. The third section takes up two objections: an objection to abstracta from the standpoint of a strong form of physicalism and an objection that may be referenced as the “I have no need of that hypothesis” objection. Let’s begin with a positive overview of abstracta.
The status of abstracta and some reasons for thinking they are causally inefficacious
The position I defend concerning abstracta is akin to Roderick Chisholm’s form of Platonism.


The best way to introduce abstracta is in contrast to non-abstract or concrete objects.  Concrete objects may include any kind of particular thing, whether it is spatio-temporal, physical or non-physical.  So, human beings, animals, plants, minerals, planets, photons, ghosts and souls (if there are any) are each concrete individual things (all theses are examples of concreta). As particulars, concrete objects may resemble each other and be replicated and divided, but they are not (strictly speaking) repeatable.  So, a theatrical production may be repeated and performed multiple times, but this is not so with respect to particular, concrete persons.  Socrates was the unique, particular human being he was, and although we may clone his body and create other humans we call ‘Socrates,’ the original Socrates is not himself repeatable.  The character of Socrates in Aristophanes’ play The Clouds or in Plato’s dialogues might be played by different actors, but a character in a play is not a concrete thing; it is, rather, a character that is assigned a role in a fictional (or imaginary) narrative object.  Concrete things are different from “things” that are conceptually derived from them, like surfaces or holes or absences or modes.  For example, my walking is a mode of myself; so, it is not a concrete thing, but something I do. The surface of a tennis ball is not a thing, but the boundary of a ball.  The hole of a donut is the absence of dough at the center of a pastry.

 
Rather than engaging in a general exploration of all possible abstracta (numbers, sets, tropes, etc.), I focus on what may be called states of affairs.  States of affairs include possible events that may or may not obtain (or actually be the case in our world).  So there are the (ostensible) states of affairs of There being philosophers, There being unicorns, and There being infinitely many planets.  The first obtains; we have reason to believe the second does not; and there is reasonable disagreement about whether the third obtains or whether it is even possible that it obtains (and thus some question about whether it is a SOA or merely an apparent SOA).  Propositional clauses such as Jane believes that there are philosophers may be analyzed as Jane believes that the SOA There being philosophers obtains.

SOA lack any spatial location. They are not themselves physical and have no so-called secondary properties (i.e. they do not smell or have an odor or make noises or have a color or taste or feel), but they can (in principle) be the objects of intentional attitudes (such as belief, hope, desire, fear) or merely the object of thinking.  You and I can entertain the same state of affairs (e.g. There being world peace) and you might desire it, whereas I fear it.  SOA are not themselves temporal in the sense that they are subject to internal or intrinsic temporal change (the SOA There being philosophers is not getting older day by day), but they may contain temporal properties such as the SOA of Big Ben tolling three times.  Unless a SOA entails that it cannot obtain more than once (e.g. the SOA There being an event that only occurs once), it is multiply obtainable.  The Platonic-Chisholmian appeal to ‘obtaining’ is a unique relationship that means, roughly, that the SOA is the case in the world (much the way some other metaphysicians would refer to properties being instantiated in which your dog instantiates the property of being a dog) as opposed to the SOA not being the case in the world (as in the example of There being unicorns which might be put in the language of properties as ‘There is no thing that instantiates the property of being a unicorn’).  The metaphysics of SOA I am proposing is neutral with respect particular theories of modality, but SOAs can be used to analyze what it means to refer to possible worlds.  For example, to say that there is a possible world in which there are unicorns may be understood as either the claim that there is the SOA There being unicorns that does not obtain or there is a possible world in which the SOA of There being unicorns obtains.

Some SOA entail others.  So the SOA There being musicians entails the SOA There being at least one musician.  There are uncountably many SOA.  One reason for thinking so is given the (reasonable) assumption that there is no greatest possible number.  If the SOA obtains there being a person who less than 6 feet tall, this entails that the SOA there being a person who is less than 7 feet tall and so on, ad infinitum.  


One matter that we can place to one side here concerns the meaning of proper names and proper nouns and whether there are SOA that include properties that pick out unique individuals such as Socrates.  Let us work with a metaphysics of SOA that is neutral as to whether there are unique properties like being Socrates (sometimes called haeceities) or whether we should adopt a descriptive account of proper names so that SOA would pick out Socrates by way of a wide set of properties (being a philosopher who taught many students and who was put on trial for corrupting the youth and so on, in which some of the properties are conjunctive, some disjunctive).


Reasons for thinking there are SOA will be the topic of the next section.  Here, though, let us consider why, if we recognize the existence of SOA (or any abstracta), there are reasons for thinking they are causally inefficacious.  One reason is that there is a long standing assumption that causal relations can only occur between objects (things, processes, events) that are of the same kind, where kind may include that which is spatially extended or things that can be spatially contiguous or things that are physical. This reason is sometimes advanced due to the unimaginability of there being a causal relation between, for example, that which is spatial and that which is not spatial.
  The difficulty of conceiving such a relationship has been taken as a reason to believe there cannot be such a relationship.  More strongly, some philosophers assert that an essential presupposition of the natural sciences is that there can only be causal explanations among physical things, events, and forces. So, causal explanations are closed to non-physical relata such as abstract.
  


In developing a positive case for SOA, I will be appealing to SOA as the bearer of truth-claims and being the object of intentional attitudes.  It is important to appreciate that the case for recognizing SOA does not depend on a particular philosophy of sensations and perception.  The existence and role of SOA is neutral with respect to direct realism, representational realism, phenomenalism, idealism and so on.  In fact the epistemology of perception can be seen as practiced within or in terms of a metaphysics of SOA by (for example) either direct realists contending that when persons perceive a tree they directly see the SOA there being a tree without a representational medium, or others who argue that such perception is mediated by a sensory field (or sensa/sense data).


Two modest points are worthy of note before considering in the next section reasons for recognizing SOA and for recognizing their causal role.  First, a philosopher may deny SOA are causally efficacious and yet believe there are SOA.  In fact, some philosophers analyze the laws of nature in terms or relations between SOA, though they do not take this to be a reason for thinking that SOA themselves have causal powers.  Second, some defenders of SOA have proposed that their causal inefficiency may be a way to identify SOA.  For example, the following appears in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry as a candidate for identifying SOA: “An object is abstract (if and) only if it is causally inefficacious.”
  These two points are worth noting because the first at least recognizes what seems quite right about SOA: they are plausibly regarded as providing an ontology in which to understand causal relations in this and other possible worlds (if there are any).  And, regarding the second point, it seems quite a radical and (in my view) unjustified claim that there can be no concrete object that is causally inefficacious.  I see no reason to rule out (a priori) concrete objects that might be purely passive causally, unable (even in principle) to enter any causal relations.  In fact, this might be what a very extreme epiphenomenalism entails concerning the mental.  I return to this point later.


Let us now consider reasons for recognizing SOA and their causal roles.
Reasons for thinking there are states of affairs and why they matter
Consider two reasons for thinking that there are SOA.  One is that they are needed in accounting for what is true (they provide an ontological grounding for truth-claims) and, second, they are needed for accounting for our intentional attitudes.  The reasons for acknowledging SOA are succinct and, I believe, more convincing than most arguments that are regarded in philosophy as successful.
  I spend somewhat more space indicating why the positive reasons for believing there are SOAs are not overturned by objections than in the compact positive statement of why we should believe there are SOA in the first place.


Truth claims: I suggest that a basic, pre-philosophical datum that needs explaining in any metaphysical theory (or ontology) is that there are indefinitely many truths about the cosmos (or reality) quite independent of there being any humans or any minds or language-speakers. It seems quite sensible to think that before humans evolved, there were various forms of life, chemical reactions, elements in violent interaction and so on.  It also seems that if all human and intelligent life were destroyed, it would be true that there was at one time human and intelligent life.  These truths do not depend on there being any minds or language-users. Because of this, it is not reasonable to treat truth as a sentential or linguistic property or even a mental or mind-dependent property.  We can, however, make sense of such truths if we assume there are SOA.  Prior to any intelligent life the following SOA obtained: There being a world in which there is no intelligent life.  After all intelligent life is annihilated, it would be true that the following SOA obtains: There being a world in which there used to be intelligent life.


Some reasons for resisting the above reasoning seem to be quite problematic.
 Consider, for example, an objection from a linguistic analysis of truth: why not account for the truth of there not being intelligent life through counter-factual or hypothetical linguistic assertions?  For example, The truth of there being a world without intelligent life might be rendered as If there were a language-user able to observe or conceive of a world without intelligent life she would assert that there is a world without intelligent life.


Reply: Appeals to hypotheticals seem themselves to presuppose the reality of SOA (and thus treating truth in terms of the obtaining or not obtaining of SOA).  What hypothetical analyses do is to offer us a picture of how one might come to linguistically express (or think or conceive) what actually is true (independent of language, thought, concepts, minds).  This is different from offering an account of what it is to be true.  This becomes apparent if we look more closely at the hypothetical case of someone contemplating a world without intelligent life.  As she comes up with the hypothetical sentence or thought (and as an aside, we might wonder whether hypothetical sentences are sentences, any more than whether hypothetical Olympic athletes are Olympic athletes) There is a world without intelligent life, what she says is true if there is a world without intelligent life, whereas it is not the case that it is true that there is a world without intelligent life because someone actually or hypothetically would utter sentences with such a meaning.  Just as in non-hypothetical conditions, it appears (pre-philosophically) that when someone judges that there is a paper in front of her, this seems warranted only if there is a paper in front of her (which is analyzable as the SOA of there being a paper in front of a subject obtains), the hypothetical conditions only have meaning and seem plausible in the context of a framework that recognizes SOA (I note below the difficulty of replacing SOA with direct reference).  Added to the obstacles facing hypothetical analyses, note that appeals to hypothetical language-usage do not apply to cases of truths that transcend or are impervious to any linguistic description.  Linguistic accounts of truth limit truth to the limits of language, but in such a case we need to ask why there should be such a limit.  What gives us the right to think that truth is so limited?  Appealing to SOA does not have such limits.  

[Note that in identifying SOA as possible objects of intentional attitudes, this analysis is not limited to human intentional attitudes.  Recognizing SOA may be seen in the theistic tradition, from Augustine onward, that construed the Platonic forms as divine ideas.  In such a framework, the scope of SOA extends as far as perfect, unsurpassable and supremely perfect cognition.
]

One of the more desperate moves to avoid recognizing SOA involves a deflationary account of truth.  This involves treating ‘truth’ as a meddlesome philosophical term that does no real work in the theory of meaning.  It seems that we can dispense with the term ‘truth’ in the assertion ‘It is true that Socrates was a philosopher’ and substitute the logically and conceptually equivalent assertion ‘Socrates was a philosopher.’  But this does not blunt the argument for needing SOA as the bearer of truth-claims.  So long as the deflationist wants to recognize as meaningful statements such as ‘There were dinosaurs before there was any intelligent life on earth’ she owes us an account of what makes such an assertion meaningful.  Appealing to SOA gives us grounds for meaning, whereas the deflationist leaves us hanging without grounds.  


(Because a deflationist or a linguistic analyst might appeal to the comparative greater simplicity of their viewpoints, it should be urged that we should not confuse simplicity with explanatory adequacy.  Moreover, in terms of simplicity, advocates of SOA can claim that their ontology is simpler than some competitors insofar as they can slim their ontology to SOA, things, properties, and relations, without needing to add the additional category of events.  In a SOA ontology, events can be analyzed as SOA that obtain.)


A second reason for believing there are SOA has to do with understanding intentional relations.  Arguably, our beliefs, desires, doubts, fears, loves, hates, etc., each have (or often have, however we may dimly conceive of this) some object.  This is the act-object account of intentionality and of the emotions in general.  On the Platonic-Chisholmian model, we are able to make sense of the idea that you and I can entertain the same SOA or idea and yet have different attitudes towards it.  Let’s imagine you and I disagree about Hillary Clinton being the President of the United States of America.  I think it would be good, you think it would not be good.  On the Chisholmian model, we conceive of the same SOA, and you hope it does not obtain whereas I hope it does.  This provides an elegant account of both the objects of our belief and our intersubjectivity.  


There are, of course, plenty of arguments and counter-arguments that are relevant here.  Without making any pretense to canvas all objections, I suggest that if we assume some non-Platonic model and try to account for the apparent inter-subjectivity of our beliefs (you and I can actually believe the same things to be the case), we seem to wind up not being able to do justice to the apparent fact that when you and I disagree about some idea it is precisely the same thing that you and I are focusing upon and disagreeing about.  So, imagine we put aside SOA and use a metaphysics of facts, and the conflict is put in terms of: I hope it is a fact that Hillary Clinton is or becomes the President of the United States and you hope this is not a fact.  So, what are facts and where are they? More importantly, what is it to desire that something not be a fact?  What is that ‘something’?  We get an answer if there are SOA that may or may not obtain.  The appeal to ‘facts’ or sentences or propositions or concepts can make some headway, but I suggest that if we seek to account for all the common sense positions that are evident (our intentional attitudes have objects that may or may not obtain), then facts et al. wind up becoming SOA.  In other words, someone might attempt to dispense with SOA and employ the language of facts, but once a philosopher needs to talk about facts that are not the case, she is expressing in a different terminology what is secured in the language and metaphysics of SOA.


Granting, if only for the sake of argument, that there are SOA, why think (contrary to received opinion) they have causal efficacy or an important role to play in causal explanations?


I propose that SOAs are needed if we are to describe and explain human and animal intentionality.  SOAs provide us the grounds for recognizing that humans and animals have intentional attitudes at all –that is our beliefs, fears, hopes, loves, hates and so on, have objects—and that our objects of our thinking (and so on) may not obtain.  From the standpoint of early human life as gatherers and hunters to farming, fighting wars, and engaging in business and philosophy, none of this can completely and adequately be explained causally without appealing to what persons believe, hope, fear, desire, and so on.  None of the alternative schemas seem to be able to dispense with SOA.


We have already considered some attempts to avoid SOA: linguistic analyses and deflation.  Consider another in which we forgo SOA for de re intentions.  So, de re intentions concern our intentional attitudes toward things.  I believe de re that you are wearing a hat when I recognize you (as standing in front of me, for example) and I attribute to you the property of wearing a hat.  Fine.  A defender of SOA has no reason to deny this.  But an advocate of such a de re point of view has a reason not to deny SOA when it comes to understanding beliefs in which there is no thing (no concrete individual) such as Santa or unicorns to pick out at all or the thing referred to is no longer available to pick out (you have gone on holiday and I lack the contact for a de re reference).  Moreover, the crucial causal role of SOA becomes difficult to overlook when we take into account intentional activity that involves any kind of reasoning involving entailments, whether these are highly specific and primitive or highly abstract.  When a creature fears that two predators are in the region, he is likely to reason that there is more than one and this is due to the fact that the SOA there being two predators entails the SOA there being at least one predator.  The relations of SOA are equally indispensable in explaining why a student would answer ‘6’ when asked by an instructor to answer the question ‘What is the smallest perfect number?’


Let us consider two objections.
Objections
The causal role of SOA is only secured if we believe that there are irreducible intentional explanations.  Daniel Dennett and others argue that intentional explanations should only be recognized as an initial, pragmatic way of describing and predicting behavior, but ultimately they may be dispensed with.  Thus, appeal to SOA may be dispensed with in causal explanations.


Reply: I suggest if Dennett is right, then explanations of intentional attitudes and reasoning are not cases in which SOA play an important causal role.  But then it seems that Dennett leaves us with either an extreme eliminativism or epiphenomenalism, both of which are profoundly contrary to evident experience (as I argue elsewhere).
 Even epiphenomenalism will be strained without SOA, for if epiphenomenalists at least acknowledge there are intentional attitudes, they simply hold them to be causally inefficacious.  Arguably, one cannot have intentional attitudes without having SOA as objects.  As Chisholm writes: States of affairs seem “to be involved in any adequate account of the concepts of explanation, meaning, purpose, belief, causation, value, and desire.”
 Projects like Dennett’s seem quite precarious insofar as one seeks to preserve causal explanations and (presumably) safeguard the meaningfulness of his own statements and projects while threatening to undermine them in light of his strong form of physicalism.


Second objection: “I have no need of that hypothesis.”  Consider the objection that when we engage in causal explanations in anthropology, sociology, history, and even when we engage each other in philosophical discourse, we are not committed to any elaborate metaphysics.  Let’s go back to the beginning of this essay and consider Victor Hugo’s claim.  We understand what he is claiming without having to have any account of abstracta or a theory of meaning.  From the Platonic-Chisholmian point of view, Hugo’s remark might be analyzed as follows:  “There are times when persons entertain some SOA (such as There being a republic in which persons are free from the tyranny of monarchs) that they passionately desire to obtain so that the obtaining of such an SOA would have a powerful impact on people and nations. Not just the lack of poetry is at stake here, but the importing of an elaborate metaphysics seems distracting and obfuscating.  Keep SOA in metaphysics (so the objection is offered), but do not import them into the practice of describing and explaining everyday and historically significant actions.


Reply: There may be pragmatic reasons to forego metaphysics when offering an account of the life and times of Victor Hugo, explaining the Iranian revolution of 1979 or reflecting on the daily news or any number of other events.  But there is some reason to pause and give credit to the importance of SOA when philosophers think they can explain human and animal thought and activity without SOA.  Someone may not need the hypothesis of Platonic-Chisholmian SOA when reporting the news, just as he or she may not need theism when practicing astronomy. However, it is another matter when one is making claims about what is not only not needed but what is false when it comes to a thorough, comprehensive philosophical account of the matter at hand.  And when it comes to such matters, if we need SOA in our accounts of human and animal activity then we have reason to believe that explanations of what happens in our world (or simply: what happens in reality) are not exclusively physical.  There is a phrase about a case when an account or performance leaves out something indispensable in their account: Hamlet without the Prince.  To reject SOA or fail to appreciate the causal role of SOA would, in my view, be worse than Hamlet without the Prince.  It would be like the play Hamlet without the Prince and all the other characters and without Shakespeare and without any actors or audience. 
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