
 

Phil 6740 (2013) Reflection Questions on Causal Role Functions (October 15th class meeting)  

1.  Amundson and Lauder draw a distinction between selected effect (etiological) functions and causal 

role (CR) functions  (CR functions are also called “Cummins” functions after the philosopher who first 

developed a theory of them.)  How do the two types of function differ? 

2.  Note that CR functions are specified in relation to the goals/interests of some investigator.  Critics of 

CR functions argue that this can generate all sorts of problematic outcomes when those investigator-

interests are allowed free reign. Here is how Amundson and Lauder attempt to alleviant this concern. Do 

you agree that they avoid the objection to CR functions? Is it a serious problem?  

These are examples of the whimsical Cummins functions mentioned above, made possible 

by Cummins's abandonment of goal specification. Millikan offers the "function" of clouds as 

making rain in the water cycle (p. 294), Neander the "function" of geological plate 

movements in tectonic systems (p. 181), Sober the "function" of the heart (via its mass) to 

allow an organism to have a certain weight (1993, p. 86). These are indeed counterintuitive 

results. But the criticism simply does not apply to the real world of scientific practice. By 

Cummins's own evaluative criteria (and given the facts of the real world) functional analyses 

of these systems would have no interest. Analyzing capacities would not be significantly 

simpler or different in type from analyzed capacities (are plate movements simpler than 

earthquakes?) nor would the system's organization be notably complex. (The geological 

structures which result in earthquakes might be complex, but the "organization" of these 

structures vis a vis their explanation of the capacity of the earth to quake is not.) Real world 

scientists do not perform Cummins-like functional analyses outside the organic and 

artifactual domains (or on non-organized properties like body weight. (p. 452) 

 

3. In section 6 (p. 459) the authors raise several alleged practical problems with SE functions.  What are 

the problems and how might an advocate of SE functions respond to these worries?  

4. Robert Cummins is widely recognized for identifying causal role functions as a distinct kind of function 

in biology. Just to be clear, he uses the phrase ‘functional analysis’ specifically to refer to the 

identification of casual role functions. In his paper Neo-teleology, Cummins presents an argument 

against the use of selected effect (SE) or etiological functions. His claim is that these functions are on par 

with Atristotelian “final causes” and with entelechies in developmental biology. Only, philosophers and 

biologists have been slower to recognize that SE functions are “spooky.”  

See if you can reconstruct Cummins argument in premise and conclusion form. His paper is a bit 

challenging, but the argument does come through if you look for it.  



For instance, what does Cummins mean by the claim that, “‘Traits are not there because of their 

functions, they are there because of their developmental histories.” (p. 167). 

Also, what does Cummins mean when he says that, “A trait can be selected because of its function only 

if having that function counts as an adaptive variation in the population” (p. 168)?. Note that Cummins 

draws as distinction between two variants of the same trait co existing in the same population, and two 

*functional* variants that co-exist. He assumes that functional variants do not tend to coexist. For 

example, suppose there is a population of organisms that vary slightly in the ways that their eyes are 

structured.  Cummins admits, of course, that such variants exist and that their existence is a component 

of natural selection. His claim is that these are not functional variants. They are all doing the same thing 

– contributing to sight. This line of reasoning leads Cummins to conclude that functions are not acted on 

by selection. Selection acts on variation and functions, Cummins claims, do not vary.  

Again, see if you can reconstruct his argument in premise-conclusion form. Is there a flaw in the 

argument?  

 


