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Dissertation Abstract                       
Dispositional Interference and the Mind: Desire, Perception and Rules

In this dissertation, I bring the philosophy of mind into closer contact with the metaphysics of dispositions, 
to the benefit of both.  Many orthodox theories of the mind class mental states as dispositional; these 
theories require us to think of dispositions as interacting with each other in complex ways.  However, a 
certain metaphysical position poses problems for this sort of theory: the claim that there cannot be 
dispositional interference from intrinsic properties.  It is old news that an object can have a disposition yet 
not manifest it in the disposition’s stimulus conditions, because of interfering factors.  Such factors are 
commonly called finks and masks.  Finks and masks falsify the counterfactual associated with the disposition, 
yet their presence does not make the dispositional ascription false.  However, it is also generally thought 
that finks and masks must be extrinsic to the object; if the interference is intrinsic, then the object does not 
have the disposition.  If it is in virtue of an intrinsic property that a glass would fail to break when struck, 
then the glass is not fragile; if an extrinsic property, such as bubble-wrap, were to prevent the glass from 
breaking, this would not affect the glass’s fragility.  I argue that there are cases of dispositional interference 
by intrinsic properties of the disposition bearer, and show how this conclusion plays out with regard to 
several different dispositional theories of mental faculties.  In particular, I argue that the possibility of 
intrinsic dispositional interference allows us to answer Kripke’s skeptical problem concerning rule-
following, and can also help us in giving plausible dispositional theories of perceptual content and desires. 

Chapter 1:  The Rejection of Superficial Dispositionalism.    Superficial Dispositionalism is the view 
that the line between interference which merely falsifies the counterfactual associated with the disposition 
and that which also falsifies the dispositional ascription is drawn by the intrinsic/extrinsic distinction; 
intrinsic interferers cannot be finks or masks.  I provide two kinds of examples of intrinsic interference.  If 
the first is rejected as an example of intrinsic masking, Superficial Dispositionalism collapses into the view 
that dispositional ascriptions are equivalent to counterfactuals.  If the second type of example is rejected, 
then we must deny that paradigmatic dispositions, such as fragility, are intrinsic.  If paradigmatic 
dispositions are not intrinsic then the central argument for the impossibility of intrinsic finks and masks is 
undermined.  Allowing for intrinsic finks and masks gives us the possibility of understanding the having of a 
disposition D as both dependent on some intrinsic properties of its bearer and independent of others, even 
where those properties would interfere with, or overdetermine, the particular responses that D properly 
manifests itself in.  

Chapter 2:  Desire.   In philosophy of mind, metaethics and moral psychology, it is common to assert that 
desires are, roughly speaking, dispositions to bring about their contents.  However, if Superficial 
Dispositionalism were true, we could not give such a dispositional theory of desires, because Superficial 
Dispositionalism does not allow that an agent could have competing dispositions.  Desires may interfere 
with one another, and so compete to be causes of my action.  For example, I may desire to spend my 
holiday in France, and also desire to stay at home with my family.  These desires conflict with each other, as 
both cannot be fully manifest in my action.  Superficial Dispositionalism cannot accommodate this feature 

LAUREN ASHWELL PAGE 6 OF 7 CURRICULUM VITAE



of our desires for these dispositional theories, and, furthermore, any way of complicating the disposition 
associated with the desire either does not avoid the problem, or does not accord with our practices of 
assigning responsibility based on which desire we act on.  Now that we have seen the problems with 
Superficial Dispositionalism, we have a metaphysical view of dispositions that allows for the disposition 
bearer having competing intrinsic dispositions, and so we can give a plausible dispositional account of 
desire. 

Chapter 3:  Perception.  Armstrong, in Perception and the Physical World (1961), gives a dispositional analysis 
of the content of perception: the content of your perceptual experience is what you are disposed to believe 
upon having that perception.  This account faces problems if there cannot be intrinsic dispositional 
interference.  Where I know that there is an illusion, say if faced with the Müller-Lyer illusion, it seems I’m 
not disposed to believe that things are the way they appear.  After all, I don’t believe upon seeing the lines 
that they are of different lengths.  Thus the content of an experience and its effect on our beliefs can come 
apart. However, since we can in fact have dispositional interference from intrinsic properties, cases of 
known illusion can be thought of as cases of having dispositions to believe that things are as they appear, 
which have been intrinsically interfered with. Given the cognitive effort needed to avoid simply taking the 
world as it appears, there does seem to be some temptation – some disposition – pulling in the direction 
of believing things are as they seem, even when an illusion is known to be present.  (chapter at first draft)

Chapter 4:  Rule-following.  As Philip Pettit points out (“The Reality of Rule-Following” 1990), solving 
the rule-following problem is “of the greatest importance to the philosophy of mind”, as without an answer 
to this problem we have an extremely strong objection to any naturalistic theory of mind.  Kripke (on 
behalf of Wittgenstein) argued that no natural, intrinsic property of an individual’s mental state can do the 
job both of determining the meanings of her words, while also playing meaning’s normative role.  Kripke 
argued that dispositional solutions are impossible, but his understanding of the metaphysics of dispositions 
was much more simplistic than that which has emerged in the last 20 years.  Although the more 
sophisticated understanding of dispositions seems at first to provide a promising avenue of response to 
Kripke, dispositional solutions that appeal to this, such as given by C.B. Martin and John Heil (“Rules and 
Powers”, 1998), have been rejected (“Dispositions, Rules and Finks”, Toby Handfield and Alexander Bird 
2008) because they rely on the possibility of intrinsic dispositional interference.  In this chapter I sketch a 
dispositional solution to the rule-following problem, drawing on work from my first chapter.  Dispositions 
can play the role, in particular cases, of pinning down the particular rule that constitutes the meaning of a 
word as uttered by a language user.  I argue that this fact is to be found in my higher order dispositions to 
correct my responses.  This should not, however, be taken to show that all meaning in language is 
completely determined by these dispositions.   The meaning of most words in natural languages is not to be 
wholly found in intrinsic dispositions of individuals.  Therefore, though I show that dispositions to follow 
some rules, such as the infamous plus rule, can be constituted by an individual’s dispositions, I favour 
something more akin to Kripke’s own response to the problem as it concerns the meanings of most of 
natural language.
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