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Mad Pain and Martian Pain

David Lewis

I

There might be a strange man who
sometimes feels pain, just as we do, but
whose pain differs greatly from ours in its
causes and effects. Our pain is typically
caused by cuts, burns, pressure, and the
like; his is caused by moderate exercise on
an empty stomach. Our pain is generally
distracting; his turns his mind to mathe-
matics, facilitating concentration on that
but distracting him from anything else.

Intense pain has no tendency whatever to
cause him to groan or writhe, but does
cause him to cross his legs and snap his
fingers. He is not in the least motivated to
prevent pain or to get rid of it. In short, he
feels pain but his pain does not at all oc-
cupy the typical causal role of pain. He
would doubtless seem to us to be some
sort of madman, and that is what | shall
call him, though of course the sort of
madness I have imagined may bear little
resemblance to the real thing.

Isaid there might be such a madman.
['don't know how to prove that something
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is possible, but my opinion that this is a
possible case seems pretty firm. If I want a
credible theory of mind, I need a theory
that does not deny the possibility of mad
pain. I needn’t mind conceding that per-
haps the madman is not in pain in quite
the same sense that the rest of us are, but
there had better be some straightforward
sense in which he and we are both in pain.

Also, there might be a Martian who

- sometimes feels pain, just as we do, but

whose pain differs greatly from ours in its
physical realization. His hydraulic mind
contains nothing like our neurons. Rather,
there are varying amounts of fluid in
many-inflatable cavities, and the inflation
of any one of these cavities opens some
valves and closes others. His mental
plumbing pervades most of his body—in
fact, all but the heat exchanger inside his
head. When you pinch his skin you cause
no firing of C-fibers—he has none—but,
rather, you cause the inflation of many
smallish cavities in his feet. When these
cavities are inflated, he is in pain. And the
effects of his pain are fitting: his thought
and activity are disrupted, he groans and
writhes, he is strongly motivated to stop
you from pinching him and to see to it
that you never do again. In shost, he feels
pain but lacks the bodily states that either
are pain or else accompany it in us.
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There might be such a Martian; this
opinion too seems pretty firm. A credible

theory of mind had better not deny the

possibility of Martian pain. I needn’t mind
conceding that perhaps the Martian is not
in pain in quite the same sense that we
Earthlings are, but there had better be
some straightforward sense in which he
and we are both in pain.

I

A credible theory of mind needs to
make a place both for mad pain and for
Martian pain. Prima facie, it seems hard
for a materialist theory to pass this two-
fold test. As philosophers, we would like
to characterize pain a priori. (We might
settle for less, but let’s start by asking for
all we want.) As materialists, we want to
characterize pain as a physical phenom-

" enon. We can speak of the place of pain in

the causal network from stimuli to inner
states to behavior. And we can speak of
the physical processes that go on when
there is pain and that take their place in
that causal network. We seem to have no
other resources but these. But the lesson
of mad pain is that pain is associated only
contingently with its causal role, while the
lesson of Martian pain is that pain is con-
nected only contingently with its physical
realization. How can we characterize pain
a priori in terms of causal role and physi-
cal realization, and yet respect both kinds
of contingency?

A simple identity theory straightfor-

wardly solves the problem of mad pain. It
"~ goes just as straightforwardly wrong

about Martian pain. A simple behavior-
ism or functionalism goes the other way:

© right about the Martian, wrong about the
.-madman. The theories that fail our two-

fold test so decisively are altogether too

simple. {Perhaps they are too simple ever

to have had adherents.) It seems that a
theory that can pass our test will have to

‘be a mixed theory. It will have to be able
- to tell us that the madman and the Mar-

tian are both in pain, but for different rea-
sons: the madman because he is in the

right physical state, the Martian because
he isin a state rightly situated in the causal
network.

Certainly we can cook up a mixed
theory. Here's an easy recipe: First, find a
theory to take care of the common man
and the madman, disregarding the Mar-
tian—presumably an identity theory. Sec-
ond, find a theory to take care of the comn-
mon man and the Martian, disregarding
the madman—presumably . some sort of
behaviorism or functionalism. Then dis-
join the two: say that to be in pain is to be
in pain either according to the first theory
or according to the second. Alternatively,
claim ambiguity: say that to be in pain in
one sense is to be in pain according to the
first theory, to be in pain in another sense
is to be in pain according to the second
theory.

This strategy seems desperate. One
wonders why we should have a disjunc-
tive or ambiguous concept of pain, if
common men who suffer pain are always-
in pain according to both disjuncts or
both disambiguations. It detracts from
the credibility of a theory that it posits a
useless complexity in our concept of pain
—useless in application to the common
man, at least, and therefore useless almost
always.

I don’t object to the strategy of claim-
ing ambiguity. As you'll see, I shall defend
a version of it. But it's not plausible to
cook up an ambiguity ad hoc to account
for the compossibility of mad pain and
Martian pain. It would be better to find ]
widespread sort of ambiguity, a sort we
would believe in no matter what we
thought about pain, and show that it will
solve our problem. That is my plan. -}

111

A dozen years or so ago, D. M. Arm-
strong and I (independently) proposed a
materialist theory of mind that joins
claims of type-type psychophysical iden-
tity with a behaviorist or functionalist
way of characterizing mental states such
as pain.! | believe our theory passes the
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twofold test, Positing no ambiguity with-
out independent reason, it provides natu-
ral senses in which both madman and
Martian are in pain. It wriggles through
between Scylla and Charybdis. .

Our view is that the concept of pain,
or indeed of any other experience or men-
tal state, is the concept of a state that oc-
cupies a certain causal role, a state with
certain typical causes and effects. It is the
concept of a state apt for being caused by
certain stimuli and apt for causing certain
behavior. Or, better, of a state apt for
being caused in certain ways by stimuli
plus other mental states and apt for com-
bining with certain other mental states to
jointly cause certain behavior. It is the
concept of a member of a system of states
that together more or less realize the pat-
tern of causal generalizations set forth in
commonsense psychology. {That system
may be characterized as a whole and its
members characterized afterward by ref-
erence to their place in it.)

If the concept of pain is the concept
of a state that occupies a certain causal
role, then whatever state does occupy that
role is pain. If the state of having neurons
hooked up in a certain way and firing in a
certain pattern is the state properly apt for
causing and being caused, as we material-
ists think, then that neural state is pain.
But the concept of pain is not the concept
of that neural state. (“The concept of . . .”
is an intensional functor.} The concept of
pain, unlike the concept of that neural
state which in fact is pain, would have
applied to some different state if the rele-
vant causal relations had been different.
Pain might have not been pain. The occu-
pant of the role might have not occupied
it. Some other state might have occupied
it instead. Something that is not pain
might have been pain.

 This is not to say, of course, that it
might have been that pain was not pain
and nonpain was pain; that is, that it
might have been that the occupant of the
role did not occupy it and some nonoccu-
pant did. Compare: “The winner might

have lost” (true) versus “It might have
been that the winner lost” (false}. No
wording is entirely unambiguous, but I
trust my meaning is clear.

Inshort, the concept of pain as Arm-
strong and [ understand it is a nonrigid
concept. Likewise the word “pain” is a
nonrigid designator. Itis a contingent mat-
ter what state the concept and the word
apply to. It depends on what causes what.
The same goes for the rest of our concepts
and ordinary names of mental states.

Some need hear no more. The notion
that mental concepts and names are non-
rigid, wherefore what is pain might not
have been, seems to them just self-evident-
ly false.? T cannot tell why they think so.
Bracketing my own theoretical commit-
ments, I think I would have no opinion
one way or the other. It's not that I don’t
care about shaping theory to respect naive
opinion as well as can be, but in this case I
have no naive opinion to respect, If [ am
not speaking to your condition, so be it,

If pain is identical to a certain neural
state, the identity is contingent. Whether
it holds is one of the things that varies ,
from one possible world to another. But
take care. I do not say that here we have
two states, pain and some neural state,
that are contingently identical, identical

at this world but different at another.

Since I'm serious about the identity, we
have not two states but one. This one
state, this neural state which is pain, is not
contingently identical to itself. It does not
differ from itself at any world. Nothing
does.?> What's true is, rather, that the con-
cept and name of pain contingently apply
to some neural state at this world, but do
not apply to it at another, Similarly, itis a
contingent truth that Bruce is our cat, but
it's wrong to say' that Bruce and our cat
are contingently identical. Qur cat Bruce
is necessarily self-identical. What is con-
tingent is that the nonrigid concept of be-
ing our cat applies to Bruce rather than to
some other cat, or none.
v
Nonrigidity might begin at home. All
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actualities are possibilities, so the variety

of possibilities includes the variety of ac-
tualities. Though some possibilities are
thoroughly otherworldly, others may be
found on planets within range of our tele-
scopes. One such planet is Mars.

If a nonrigid concept or name applies

to different states in different possible .

cases, it should be no surprise if it also

_applies to different states in different ac-

tual cases. Nonrigidity is to logical space
as other relativities are to ordinary space.
If the word “pain” designates one state at
our actual world and another at a possible
world where our counterparts have a dif-
ferent internal structure, then also it may
designate one state on Earth and another
on Mars. Or, better, since Martians may
come here and we may go to Mars, it may
designate one state for Earthlings and an-
other for Martians. :

We may say that some state occupies
a causal role for a population. We may
say this whether the population is situated
entirely at our actual world, or partly at
our actual world and partly at other
worlds, or entirely at other worlds. If the
concept of pain is the concept of a state
that occupies that role, then we may say
that a state is pain for a population. Then
we may say that a certain pattern of firing
of neurons is pain for the population of
actual Earthlings and some but not all of
our otherworldly counterparts, whereas
the inflation of certain cavities in the feet
i¢ pain for the population of actual Mar-
tians and some of their otherworldly
counterparts. Human pain is the state that
occupies the role of pain for humans.
Martian pain is the state that occupies the
same role for Martians. '

A state occupies a causal role for a
population, and the concept of occupant
of that role applies to it, if and only if,
with few exceptions, whenever a member
of that population is in that state, his be-
ing in that state has the sort of causes and
effects given by the role.

The thing to say about Martian pain
is that the Martian is in pain because he is

in a state that occupies the causal role of
pain for Martians, whereas we are in pain
because we are in a state that occupies the
role of pain for us.

\%

Now, what of the madman? He is in
pain, but he is not in a state that occupies
the causal role of pain for him. He is in a
state that occupies that role for most of

“us, but he is an exception. The causal role

of a pattern of firing of neurons depends
on one’s circuit diagram, and he is hooked
up wrong.

His state does not occupy the role of
pain for a population comprising himself
and his fellow madmen. But it does oc-
cupy that role for a more salient popula-
tion—mankind at large. He is a man, al-
beit an exceptional one, and a member of
that larger population.

We have allowed for exceptions. I
spoke of the definitive syndrome of typi-
cal causes and effects. Armstrong spoke
of a state apt for having certain causes and
effects; that does not mean that it has
them invariably. Again, 1 spoke of a sys-
tem of states that comes near to realizing
commonsense psychology. A state may
therefore occupy a role for mankind even
if it does not at all occupy that role for
some mad minority of mankind.

The thing to say about mad pain is
that the madman is in pain because he is
in the state that occupies the causal role of
pain for the population comprising all
mankind. He is an exceptional member of
that population. The state that occupies
the role for the population does not oc-
cupy it for him.

VI

We may say that X is in pain simplici-
ter if and only if X is in the state that oc-
cupies the causal role of pain for the ap-
propriate population. But what is the
appropriate population? Perhaps (1) it
should be us; after all, it's our concept and
our word. On the other hand, if it's X
we're talking about, perhaps (2) it should
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be a population that X himself belongs to,
and (3} it should preferably be one in
which X is not exceptional. Either way,
(4) an appropriate population should be
a natural kind——a species, perhaps.

If X is you or [—human and unexcep-
tional—all four considerations pull to-
gether. The appropriate population con-
sists of mankind as it actually is, extend-
ing into other worlds only to an extent
that does not make the actual majority
exceptional.

Since the four criteria agree in the
case of the common man, which is the
case we usually have in mind, there is no
reason why we should have made up our
minds about their relative importance in
cases of conflict. It should be no surprise
if ambiguity and uncertainty arise in such
cases. Still, some cases do seem reason-
ably clear.

If X is our Martian, we are inclined to
say that he is in pain when the cavities in
his feet are inflated; and so says the the-
ory, provided that criterion (1) is out-
weighed by the other three, so that the
appropriate population is taken to be the
species of Martians to which X belongs.

If X is our madman, we are inclined
to say that he is in pain when he is in the
state that occupies the role of pain for the
rest of us; and so says the theory, pro-
vided that criterion (3) is outweighed by
the other three, so that the appropriate
population is taken to be mankind.

We might also consider the case of a
mad Martian, related to other Martians as
the madman is to the rest of us, If X is a
mad Martian, I would be inclined to say
that he is in pain when the cavities in his
teet are inflated; and so says our theory,
provided that criteria (2) and (4) together
outweigh either (1) or (3) by itself.

~ Other cases are less clear-cut. Since
the balance is less definitely in favor of
one population or another, we may per-
ceive the relativity to population by feel-
ing genuinely undecided. Suppose the
state that plays the role of pain for us

plays instead the role of thirst for a certain
small subpopulation of mankind, and vice
versa. When one of them has the state that
is pain for us and thirst for him, there may
be genuine and irresolvable indecision
about whether to call him pained or thirsty
—that is, whether to think of him as a
madman or as a Martian. Criterion (1)
suggests calling his state pain and regard-
ing him as an exception; criteria (2) and
(3) suggest shifting to a subpopulation
and calling his state thirst. Criterion (4)
could go either way, since mankind and
the exceptional subpopulation may both
be natural kinds, (Perhaps it is relevant to
ask whether membership in the subpopu-
lation is hereditary.)

The interchange of pain and thirst
parallels the traditional problem of invert-
ed spectra. ] have suggested that there is
no determinate fact of the matter about
whether the victim of interchange under-
goes pain or thirst. I think this conclusion
accords well with the fact that there seems
to be no persuasive solution one way or
the other to the old problem of inverted
spectra. | would say that there is a good
sense in which the alleged victim of in-
verted spectra sees red when he looks at
grass: he is in a state that occupies the role
of seeing red for mankind in general. And
there is an equally good sense in which he
sees green: hg is in a state that occupies
the role of seeing green for him, and for a
small subpopulation of which he is an un-
exceptional member and which has some
claim to be regarded as a natural kind.
You are right to say either, though not in
the same breath. Need more be said?

To sum up. Armstrong and [ claim to
give a schema that, if filled in, would
characterize pain and other states a priori.
If the causal facts are right, then also we
characterize pain as a physical phenom-
enon. By allowing for exceptional mem-
bers of a population, we associate pain
only contingently with its causal role.
Therefore we do not deny the possibility
of mad pain, provided there is not too




-ertain much of it. By allowing for variation from
d vice one population to another {(actual or
te that merely possible) we associate pain only
‘e may contingently with its physical realization,
:cision Therefore we do not deny the possibility
thirsty of Martian pain. If different ways of fill-
1as a ing in the relativity to population may be
on (1) said to yield different senses of the word
egard- “pain,” then we plead ambiguity. The
2} and madman is in pain in one sense, or relative
1lation to one population. The Martian is in pain
ion (4) in another sense, or relative to another
d and population. (So is the mad Martian.}
y both ' But we do not posit ambiguity ad
vant to hoc. The requisite flexibility is explained
Jpopu- simply by supposing that we have not
bothered to make up our minds about se-
| thirst . mantic niceties that would make no differ-
invert- " ence to any commonplace case. The am-
here is biguity that arises in cases of inverted
- about - spectra and the like is simply one instance
under- “'of a commonplace kind of ambiguity—a
clusion “kind that may arise whenever we have
2 seems, “tacit relativity and criteria of selection
way or- "that sometimes fail to choose a definite
averted relatum. It is the same kind of ambiguity

“that arises if someone speaks of relevant
studies without making clear whether he
means relevance to current affairs, to spir-
tual well-being, to understanding, or

Vil

We have a place for commonplace
in, mad pain, Martian pain, and even
mad Martian pain. But one case remains
problematic. What about pain in a being
who is mad, alien, and unique? Have we
ma_\de a place for that? It seems not. Since
be is mad, we may suppose that his al-
eged state of pain does not occupy the
roper causal role for him. Since he is
lien, we may also suppose that it does
it _occupy the proper role for us. And
ince he is unique, it does not occupy the
oper role for others of his species. What
left?

“(One thing that might be left is the
populatlon consisting of him and his un-
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actualized counterparts at other worlds. If
he went mad as a result of some improb-
able accident, perhaps we can say that he
is in pain because he is in the state that
occupies the role for most of his alterna-
tive possible selves; the state that would
have occupied the role for him if he had
developed in a more probable way. To
make the problem as hard as possible, I
must suppose that this solution is unavail-
able. He did not narrowly escape being so
constituted that his present state would
have occupied the role of pain.)

I think we cannot and need not solve
this problem. Cur only recourse is to deny
that the case is possible. To stipulate that
the being in this example is in pain was il-
legitimate. That seems credible enough.
Admittedly, I might have thought offhand
that the case was possible. No wonder; it
merely combines elements of other cases
that are possible. But I am willing to
change my mind. Unlike my opinions
about the possibility of mad pain and
Martian pain, my naive opinions about
this case are not firm enough to carry
much weight.

Vil

Finally, 1 would like to try to pre-
empt an objection. I can hear it said that I
have been strangely silent about the very
center of my topic. What is it like to be
the madman, the Martian, the mad Mar-
tian, the victim of interchange of pain and
thirst, or the being who is mad, alien, and
unique? What is the phenomenal charac-
ter of his state? If it feels to him like pain,
then it is pain, whatever its causal role or.
physical nature. If not, it isn't. It's that
simple!

Yes. It would indeed be a mistake to
consider whether a state is pain while ig-
noring what it is like to have it. Fortunate-
ly, I have not made that mistake. Indeed,
it is an impossible mistake to make. It is
like the impossible mistake of considering
whether a number is composite while ig-
noring the question of what factors it has.
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Pain is a feeling.® Surely that is un-
controversial. To have pain and to feel
pain are one and the same, For a state to
be pain and for it to feel painful are like-
wise one and the same. A theory of what
it is for a state to be pain is inescapably a
theory of what it is like to be in that state,
of how that state feels, of the phenomenal
character of that state. Far from ignoring

questions of how states feel in the odd

cases we have been considering, I have
been discussing nothing else! Only if you
believe on independent grounds that con-
siderations of causal role and physical
realization have no bearing on whether a
state is pain should you say that they have
no bearing on how that state feels.
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