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How does thought latch onto reality?  Our minds have the ability to reach out and refer to items in the external world.  I can think about the tree outside my study window, say, or about Margaret Thatcher, or about solar neutrinos.  But how is the trick done?  How can my thoughts refer to things beyond themselves?  We tend to take the mind's referential powers for granted, but they are enormously difficult to explain.  Whole philosophical systems have foundered on the problem of understanding mental reference.

Many contemporary philosophers, in the English-speaking world at least, aim to explain mental powers in naturalistic terms.  Minds are constituted by brains, say these naturalists, and brains are normal parts of the natural world.  They can be understood like any other physical mechanisms, by using the methods of natural science to figure out their causal workings.  In particular, say the naturalists, mental reference can be explained causally, in terms of the brain's causal relations to other parts of reality.  I can think about the tree outside my window, for example, because my brain responds causally to the presence of the tree.

Different naturalists develop this causal approach to reference in different ways.  Some focus on the biological design of the brain, appealing to the way brains have been shaped by natural selection to respond causally to features of the external world.  Others emphasize how our mental intercourse with the world is often mediated by social interactions:  I myself may have no direct causal contact with Margaret Thatcher, or indeed with solar neutrinos, but even so I am indirectly causally connnected to these items, through my social relations to other people who do deal directly with them.  Still, whatever the details of these different naturalist stories, they share a common theme.  Mental reference is no unique mystery, but just another part of the causal world uncovered by natural science.

John Campbell is the Wilde Professor of Mental Philosophy at Oxford University, and he will have none of this naturalist orthodoxy.  For Campbell, mental reference hinges on consciousness, not causation.  Just having your brain causally linked to the world isn't enough.  That won't tell you what the world is like, just as a blind person won't know what colours are like.  The real basis for thought is conscious experience.  I can think about the tree in my garden because I can consciously see it.  True, I can also think about things that I have never perceived, like Margaret Thatcher or solar neutrinos.  But this is a derivative matter, which would not be possible were I never in conscious perceptual contact with my local surroundings.

Campbell is here developing a distinctively Oxonian tradition.  Nearly half a century ago Sir Peter Strawson turned away from the banalities of ordinary language philosophy and reinstated Kant at the centre of the Oxford curriculum.  In his Individuals (1959) and The Bounds of Sense (1966), Strawson explored a number of Kantian themes, most centrally the connection between perceptual experience and our awareness of a mind-independent world.  Since then a number of his younger colleagues, most notably John McDowell, have applied this neo-Kantian perspective to a range of philosophical issues.  In arguing that conscious experience is crucial to mental reference, John Campbell is placing himself squarely in this line of intellectual descent.

This modern neo-Kantianisn has been enormously influential within Oxford, and is establishing significant outposts elsewhere in the English-speaking world.  This represents a significant realignment of philosophical alliances.  Throughout most of the twentieth century, academic philosophy has organized itself around the great fault-line dividing the 'continental'and 'analytic' schools.  Separated by intellectual style as well as substance, these two camps have long viewed each other with disdainful incomprehension, and dialogue has effectively broken down.  Oxford neo-Kantianism has added a new ingredient to the philosophical mix.  Although it grew up within the analytic camp, it shares substantial commitments with modern continental thought, in particular with the Heideggerian idea that perceptual experience 'opens' us to the world.  Because of this, a new and potentially more fruitful division is emerging with English-speaking philosophy.  In place of the old analytic-continental split, we now have the opposition between the naturalists and the neo-Kantians.  The naturalists look to science to provide the starting point for philosophy.  The neo-Kantians start with consciousness instead.  But at least the two sides can understand what the other is up to.

Whether they will stay in touch remains to be seen.  Philosophical engagement depends on a shared context of basic assumptions, or at least a willingness to debate points of underlying divergence.  If John Campbell's book is anything to go by, prospects for continuing dialogue are not rosy. The trouble does not lie with Campbell's subject matter.  Much of the book deals with topics of great interest to naturalists, like the brain mechanisms that mediate between perception and action.  But the basic ideas that structure Campell's overall argument will seem alien to naturalist readers, and he displays a worrying disinclination to explain them to this wider audience.

For a start, there is Campbell's emphasis on consciousness.  According to Campbell, it is specifically because sensory perception is conscious that it can provide the link between mind and world.  This will immediately strike a false note to many naturalist ears.  Naturalism has long been uneasy about granting consciousness any essential role in philosophical analysis.  This is not because naturalists deny the existence of consciousness, but rather because they think that conscious processes are not distinct from material brain processes.  To talk about conscious processes is simply to talk about brain processes in other terms.  Given that consciousness can't do anything that brains can't do, argue the naturalists, there can be no essential reason to bring it into our explanations.

It is hard to know what Campbell thinks about this issue.  Sometimes he seems to be explicitly rejecting the naturalist assumption that conscious minds are nothing but brains.  For example, he holds that conscious perceptual attention to objects ensures that the lower "information-processing levels" of the brain are fed appropriate information, and he insists that this contribution by consciousness cannot itself be recast in "information-processing terms".  Yet it is hard to believe that Campbell seriously intends to endorse an traditional interactionist metaphysics, in which a distinct conscious realm exerts indepedent causal influences on brain processes.  Interactionism flies in the face of modern brain research, which finds no sign that independent conscious influences ever affect the brain.  So perhaps Campbell's contrast between conscious and information-processing "levels" is intended only to distinguish between different descriptions, rather than different realities, in a way that would be unobjectionable to naturalism.  Still, it is unclear whether this irenic reading is consistent with the distinctive explanatory importance that Campbell attaches to consciousness.  In any case, it is odd to find a book of contemporary English-speaking philosophy which is fuzzy about the relationship between conscious mind and material brain.  Writers in the naturalist mainstream have analyzed the topic in exhaustive detail, and one would expect Campbell to explain where he stands.

Apart from this mind-brain issue, naturalists will also wonder why Campbell takes perceptual experience to be so crucial to mental reference in the first place.  After all, given that normal people can think about things they have never seen, and that someone like Helen Keller can apparently manage with very little perceptual experience at all, it by no means obvious that perception is essential for thought.  Campbell's answer hinges on his surprising claim that perceptual experiences literally involve the objects perceived.  My visual awareness of a dagger involves the dagger itself.  Macbeth cannot have the same type of experience if there is no dagger before him, even if his brain is physically identical to mine.  As Campbell sees it, the role of perceptual experience is to relate us to objects in this direct way.  This is why he takes perception to be essential for mental reference.  He says that creatures who never perceived objects would not know what the world is like.  They would only be able to think of objects in terms of their causes and effects, not in terms of their intrinsic natures.  Moreover, they would be trapped within their modes of thought, unable to evaluate whether they are thinking about the world in the right way or not.

Naturalists will respond that they can manage perfectly well without the kind of unmediated acquaintance that Campbell  takes to be delivered by perception.  Thought only requires that minds are causally related to the world, whether by perception or otherwise, not some mythical direct acquaintance.  When Campbell claims that certain features of thought are inexplicable without direct acquaintance, naturalist readers will object that he has not fully explored the options.  Naturalist theories of reference may not explain things in Campbell's way, but this doesn't mean that they cannot explain them at all.       

According to the official mythology of the Oxford neo-Kantians, the axis of philosophical evil is "Cartesianism", the traditional  view that the mind is directly acquainted only with its own subjective impressions.  But while the neo-Kantians rightly reject this subjectivism, they retain much of Cartesianism themselves.  They may dismiss direct acquaintance with subjective impressions, but they still demand direct acquaintance with physical objects.  From the perspective of the twentieth-century mainstream, this seems like a throwback to the days before philosophy learned to do without infallible foundations of any kind.  The neo-Kantians have not yet abandoned the traditional quest for some philosophical grail that will enable thought to get outside itself and make sure that it is doing the right thing.

John Campbell's Reference and Consciousness is a dense and serious book.  There is no question but that perceptual experience plays a central role in human cognition, and Campbell has many important things to say about the mechanisms that relate perception to action, memory and our awareness of space.  All readers will be able to learn from his treatment of these issues.  But many are likely to remain unmoved by his larger metaphysical claims, and will continue to regard perception as just another causal process, rather than some magical superglue that bonds the mind to the world.  
