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Abstract:

There are problems-at-hand that warrant talking about love in the scientific terms that do not threaten de-humanizing the subject or falling prey to scientism. In fact, there are specific problems in the arena of love that are more easily soluble with the use of such language. This argument rests upon two guiding premises. The first is that language is the tool of tools, as John Dewey indicated, and has oft been repeated by pragmatists since. To elucidate the instrumental idea of language as an explanatory instrument, I provide four different causal explanations of the same problematic phenomenon, addressing some of the issues that arise when we neglect scientific language in favor of non-scientific language simply because the former is scientific. The second premise is that pragmatists need not make ontological claims or metaphysical commitments. Once we recognize that language is a tool for solving problems, and that our use of a specific type of language does not, in fact, presume metaphysical commitments, we may begin to appreciate what we might talk about when we talk about love. In addition, reflections upon our use of language provide us with an understanding of what I deem our pragmatic identity, which is a categorical description of the types of tools each of us uses to solve specific problems, but is not necessarily an identity that indicates any metaphysical commitments or adherence to grand narrative.

The February 12th, 2007 issue of The New Yorker magazine contained an interview with Pat and Paul Churchland, the respective parents of what has come to be known as neurophilosophy. In the interview, Paul recounts a story of Pat explaining her feelings with the use of neuroscientific language in a casual context. As he recalls, “Pat burst in the door, having come straight from a frustrating faculty meeting. She said, ‘Paul, don’t speak to me, my serotonin levels have hit bottom, my brain is awash in glucocorticoids, my blood vessels are full of adrenaline, and if it weren’t for my endogenous opiates I’d have driven the car into a tree on the way home. My dopamine levels need lifting. Pour me a Chardonnay, and I’ll be down in a minute’” (68). 

During the period of time in which this interview was published, I was doing my own work on the philosophy of neuroscience, specifically trying to understand scientific explanations of behavior and the pragmatic considerations of those explanations. The exemplar I had chosen to work with was monogamy, and I had been analyzing neuroendocrine studies of monogamous behavior. With regard to both the interview with the Churchlands and my own subject of research, I was particularly struck at the time by the reactions of many pragmatists around me, which was one of revulsion, summed up in the statements: “You can’t talk about human behavior that way! It’s dehumanizing. You especially cannot talk about love that way!” Of course, neither the Churchlands, nor I, were talking specifically about love, but I began to wonder whether or not a pragmatist should be prevented of talking about love in scientific terms. Love is an ideal feeling, behavior or set of behaviors to use when questioning the use of scientific language, in part, because the use of folk psychology in explanations of love is so widely accepted, and the reaction of most listeners upon hearing neuroscientific definitions of love is usually one of passive resistance, at best, or revulsion, at worst.

In the following, I argue that there are times when it might be beneficial to talk about love in the terms of neuroscience without worrying about de-humanizing the subject or falling prey to scientism. In fact, there are specific problems in the arena of love that are more easily soluble with the use of such language. This argument rests upon two guiding premises. The first is that language is the tool of tools, as John Dewey indicated, and has oft been repeated by pragmatists since. To elucidate the instrumental idea of language as a tool, I provide four different explanations of the same problematic phenomenon, addressing some of the issues that arise when we neglect scientific language in favor of non-scientific language simply because the language is scientific. The second premise is the fact that pragmatists need not make ontological claims or commitments. Once we recognize that language is a tool for solving problems, and that our use of a specific type of language does not, in fact, presume ontological commitments, we may begin to appreciate what we might talk about when we talk about love. In addition, reflections upon our use of language provide us with an understanding of what I deem our pragmatic identity, which is a categorical description of the types of tools each of us uses to solve specific problems, but is not necessarily an identity that indicates any metaphysical commitments.

John Dewey, as every good pragmatist is aware, preceded Wittgenstein in claiming that language is instrumental; it is, as he says, the “tool of tools” (1925: 140). Dewey does not limit his instrumental understanding of language to the vulgate or to what now might be called folk psychology. The languages of science are surely included as tools that the philosopher may use to solve problems. In Philosophy and Civilization, Dewey states that “Science is an instrument, a method, a body of technique. While it is an end for those inquirers who are engaged in its pursuit, in the large human sense it is a means, a tool” (1931: 320). This is true for the methods, findings, as well as the languages of science. 

With regard to love, there are multiple languages – both scientific and non-scientific – that we might use to address a given problematic situation. To account for every manner in which we might talk about love would be an impossible task. The possible combinations of language and situations are infinite. To elucidate what we might talk about when we talk about love, I here offer four ways of addressing the same problematic situation of infidelity on the part of a person, S, with regard to S’s partner, P. Each explanation is a causal explanation that attempts to address why S is being unfaithful to P. 
Eg. 1: S is unfaithful to P because S desires to feel an ego boost that is insufficient with regard to the affections of P alone.

Eg. 2: S is unfaithful to P because of spiritual weakness. S has been tempted by sin, forsaking faith and commitment for the ways of the flesh.

Eg. 3: S is unfaithful to P because of evolutionary pressures to reproduce as much as possible, which entail attempting to mate with as many partners as possible.

Eg. 4: S is unfaithful to P because of a deficiency of the hormone, oxytocin. This deficiency has prevented S from feeling and remaining committed to P.

Each of these explanations is viable as a common explanation for infidelity. The first is a common folk psychology explanation, referring specifically to ego and desire. The second is a common religious explanation, pertaining directly to spiritual weakness and the attraction of sin. The third is a common evolutionary psychology explanation, referring to the evolutionary pressures to reproduce, overpowering a desire to remain faithful to a single partner. The fourth is a neuroscientific explanation, which indicates a neuroendocrine deficiency as the source of infidelity. 


All four explanations are causal: they attempt to answer the question: “Why is S unfaithful to P?” These are surely not the only explanations for S’s infidelity; however, of these examples, the neuroscientific explanation is the only one that provides a possible intervention by which one might solve the problem. The common opposition to such an explanation is that it is overtly reductionist, but this objection presumes that a causal explanation necessarily commits one to an ontological stance. However, as Richard Rorty has stated, pragmatists need not make ontological commitments; we need not concern ourselves with ontological status (2007: 32). As pragmatists, our concern is with solving problems, not with problematizing existence. In order to solve problems, we must often employ scientific language, which Dewey referred to as consisting of  “working concepts” (1998, 63). Such concepts are to be utilized as means, not as ends. For instance, a neuroscientific explanation of love, or a lack of love, may be used as a tool that helps us attempt a solution to a particular problem regarding love. If such an explanation were regarded merely as an end, then we would be committing what Dewey referred to as “the radical fallacy of all materialism” (61). We need not fall into this trap once we recognize that the scientific language available to us may be instrumental to solving some of our problems, and that adopting such language does not necessarily entail declarations of ontological status. Our use of such language is dependent upon pragmatic considerations, not ontological considerations.


In the particular explanatory examples given, the neuroscientific explanation seems the most warranted with regard to solving the problem of infidelity because it suggests an intervention. If S has a deficiency of the hormone oxytocin that causes infidelity, then an influx of oxytocin may be a possible intervention that would inhibit unfaithful behavior. Such an explanation is a useful tool only if it leads toward a desired end. (Note that when Pat Churchland offered an explanation to Paul for her mood, she did so in such a way that an intervention was suggested to solve the problem: Chardonnay to raise her dopamine levels).Whether or not the explanation is a worthy instrument for solving this particular problem will depend upon pragmatic considerations -- those specific factors within an explanatory situation that determine what causes and effects are problematic and desirable, while being constrained by the problematic circumstances and phenomena within that situation. For instance, the neuroscientific explanation given is worthless in this particular situation if the circumstances disallow any form of hormonal intervention. This would be similar to offering the explanation from the point of view of evolutionary psychology: a reason for the behavior is given, but there is no entry-point for solving the problem. Such an explanation is almost equivalent to the answer: ‘It is because it is.’ A major pragmatic consideration with any causal explanation is whether or not it points to a line of experimentation in our attempts to find a solution. If so, the explanation is a useful tool (even if the experiments fail); if not, we need not bother with such an explanation in that particular instance. We must seek another explanation; sometimes we must seek another form of language. When we adopt specific types of explanations (e.g. neuroscientific, evolutionary, literary) for solving our problems, we are not committing ourselves to ontology; rather, we are constructing what I call a pragmatic identity.

Pragmatic identity simply refers to the collection of instruments at our disposal from which we have a tendency to choose our tools for addressing various problems and proposing solutions to those problems. This collection of instruments does not necessarily entail our general stances toward existence. The general stances that we might take – the ideological dispositions, if you will – can be understood collectively as our ontological or our metaphysical identity. Metaphysical identity indicates adherence to a grand narrative, whereas pragmatic identity is localized and malleable. For instance, simply because we might utilize a particular ethical language when addressing a particular problem in medical ethics, this does not tie us to the grand narrative of that ethical language (e.g. we might use Kant’s ethical tools in addressing an issue, but this does not make us Kantians). An outright example of ontological or metaphysical identity would be the declaration that the soul exists as a substance distinct from the body, regardless of the use of this declaration. The pragmatist might remain agnostic in terms of the existence of such a substance, but might utilize the soul as a tool in attempting to solve an ethical problem involving, for instance, human dignity. The use of the soul as problem-solving instrument would be an example of a tool that fits into our pragmatic identity, but not ontological or metaphysical identity. In the same regard, we may use the language of neuroscience to address issues of human behavior, such as love, without being metaphysically obliged to identify with materialism or reductionism. The pragmatist has the benefit of adopting instruments from a variety of theories or practices without committing to those instruments as ends, i.e. without necessarily taking on an ontological or metaphysical identity that signifies holding to a stance absolutely. In addition, the inclusion of one particular type of instrument in one’s pragmatic identity does not necessarily preclude the inclusion of other types of tools, even if those tools would be contrary if taken as part of a metaphysical identity.

If the pragmatist must make any ontological or metaphysical commitments, they are fairly unproblematic: there are problems we would like to solve, and we believe that there are various solutions to those problems. Apart from this ‘bare-bones’ ideology (and calling this an ideology is a stretch), pragmatism, as William James states, is a method: “It has no dogmas, and no doctrines save its method” (1907: 47). Pragmatic identity is the collective, narrative identity of the pragmatist after “looking away from first things, principles, ‘categories,’ supposed necessities; and of looking towards last things, fruits, consequences, facts” (47). Such an identity is a collection of instruments, which includes theories, but theories as instruments, not as “answers to enigmas, in which we can rest” (46). The theories used by the pragmatist are not limited to traditional philosophical theories, for instance: utilitarianism, Nominalism, realism, idealism, etc. They might also include particular scientific theories when those theories facilitate reaching the last things, fruits, consequences and facts that help us solve our problems.

Returning to questions of love, we are not limited to the philosophical cannon’s collection of theories about love or the poetic offerings of literature, although there might be specific problems wherein these instruments are useful. The pragmatist benefits from remaining pluralist, even with regard to the most sacred of emotions and behaviors, which includes being receptive to the languages provided by the sciences. Such pluralism allows us to fulfill the pragmatist mission set forth by John Dewey: to be liaison officers between the various disciplines, not only providing translation between those disciplines, but actively participating in the creation of solutions to the problems that become apparent at the intersections of those disciplines. Becoming scientists is not necessary to do this, but being open to adding scientific tools to our pragmatic identities will facilitate solving felt difficulties and overcoming traditional biases that have been built into questions concerning problems in the realm of love.


Unlike Paul and Pat Churchland, who express the hope that neuroscientific language will come to replace the language of folk psychology, my hope is that we remain open to utilizing the instruments that are best for solving our particular problems-at-hand. We need not fear de-humanizing emotion or becoming scientistic when we use the language of neuroscience to address issues concerning love. Some of our felt difficulties with regard to love might be best solved through addressing oxytocin deficiencies, influxes of cortotrophin releasing hormone, or a surplus of testosterone. Others might be best addressed by talking of passion, ego, evolutionary pressures, or spirit. In order to determine what linguistic instruments best serve solving our problems, we benefit from being open to experimentation, which begins with information gathering and explanation. What we must be wary of is blocking the road of inquiry through metaphysical or linguistic bias. Whatever metaphysical identity we might choose to take need not be threatened by the instruments that compose our pragmatic identity. This is one of the great benefits of pragmatism: it is open to experimentation based upon problems-at-hand and ends-in-view rather than dogmatic foundations or metaphysical commitments. The languages of science are opportune objects, ready to be used as instruments in our explanatory experimentation, but only if we are free of bias against those languages and open to utilizing what science provides.
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