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Syllabus

The Nature of Mind

An Introduction to Contemporary Philosophy of Mind

Philosophy 3

Bence Nanay

Summer 2005

Short course description: 
This course will be an introduction to contemporary philosophy of mind. 

Approximate schedule:
Week 1. Introduction: Human Mind, Animal Mind, Computer Mind

Week 2. Beliefs, Desires and other Building Blocks of the Mind 

Week 3. Mind and Language

Week 4. Mental Content: Externalism and Internalism 

Week 5. Mental Content: Naturalism 

Week 6. Consciousness

Course requirements and grading: 

Two very short essays during the term and a short final paper. These two components will each make up half of the grade.

Readings: 

We will use the following books: 

Required: 

David Chalmers (ed.): Philosophy of Mind. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002. 

E. J. Lowe: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Mind. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000 

Recommended: 

Tim Crane: Elements of Mind. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001.

Course website (with lots of updates, handouts and other course material): 

socrates.berkeley.edu/~nanay
Syllabus 

General description: 

Can computers think? Can animals think? Can newborn babies think? What is thinking to begin with? Being intelligent? Being conscious? Representing something? How do these notions relate to one another? These and many more equally puzzling questions are examined, starting with old puzzles about mental states in general and their relation to our brain states and devoting much of the course to the problem of how and in virtue of what some of our mental states, for example my thought about Paris, can represent or refer to something in the world that is miles and miles away.  

The six units of the course will roughly (but not entirely) correspond the six weeks of the course. Also, the reading list is still preliminary. 

Unit 1. Introduction: Human Mind, Animal Mind, Computer Mind 

In this unit, an introduction is given to the main philosophical theories of mind, such as dualism, behaviorism, physicalism and functionalism. Two returning themes of the course are introduced: whether and in what sense can animals and small children think and whether and in what sense can computers think. The question is how these philosophical theories can (and should) differentiate between human, animal and machine intellectual capacities. 

Readings: 

Gilbert Ryle: Descartes' Myth. (Chalmers Ch. 5.)

Alan Turing: Computing machinery and intelligence (web)
John Searle: Minds, Brains, and Programs. (Chalmers Ch. 63.)

Recommended: Lowe Ch. 3, first part. 

Recommended: Ned Block: Troubles with Functionalism. (Chalmers Ch. 14.)

Unit 2. Beliefs, Desires and other Building Blocks of the Mind

The main question we examine in this unit is the notion of mental content. Some of our mental states, thoughts or beliefs are about something; they refer to something. My thought about Paris refers to something far away from here: Paris. This feature of the mind is called intentionality. Most of the course is designed to analyze this notion. In this unit, some necessary features of this notion are examined that any theory of mental content needs to account for. 

Readings: 

Roderick Chisholm: Intentional Inexistence (Chalmers Ch. 45.)

Daniel Dennett: True Believers. (Chalmers Ch. 52.)

Recommended: Crane Ch 2-8. 

Recommended: Lowe Ch. 3, First part, Ch. 8.

Unit 3. Mind and Language

Some mental states are about some state of affairs: they refer to them. But the same is true for the sentences of our language: they also refer to some state of affairs. Which one comes first? Is the intentionality of language derived from or parasitic on the intentionality of mental states? Or vice versa? 

Readings: 

Jerry Fodor: Propositional Attitudes. (Chalmers Ch. 51.)

Paul Grice: Meaning (in handouts)

Recommended: Crane Ch 31-34. 

Recommended: Lowe Ch. 7.

Unit 4. Mental Content: Internalism and Externalism

A central question about the content of mental states are examined: whether and in what sense the content of a mental state depends on the external world. Is it possible that the content of my thoughts is partly determined by factors I am not even aware of? If so what are these factors? This controversy is usually called the externalism/internalism debate. 

Readings: 

Hilary Putnam: The Meaning of "Meaning" (Chalmers Ch. 54.)

Hilary Putnam: Brains in a Vat. (web)

Recommended: Crane Ch 35-38. 

Recommended: Lowe Ch. 4, First part.

Recommended: Tyler Burge: Individualism and the Mental. (Chalmers Ch. 55.)

Unit 5. Mental Content: Naturalism

Another central question about the content of mental states is whether the content of a mental state can be explicated in purely naturalistic terms. After dwelling on whether a naturalistic explanation of content is possible or even desirable at all, various candidates for such explanation are analyzed, with an emphasis on informational semantics and the teleological account of mental content. 

Readings: 

Fred Dretske: A Recipe for Thought. (Chalmers Ch. 46.) 

Recommended: Ruth G. Millikan: Biosemantics (Chalmers Ch. 47.)

Recommended: Lowe Ch. 4, Second part.

Unit 6. Consciousness

So far, we were mainly focusing on the problem of mental content, leaving aside the qualitative experience that is also considered as a crucial feature of the mind. How can we explain the first person character of experience? Is it possible to give a naturalistic or scientific (hence, by definition third person) explanation of this phenomenon? Consciousness is the hard problem of philosophy of mind - even if we can give a convincing account of mental content, the endeavor of solving the problem of consciousness may still look hopeless. 

Readings: 

Thomas Nagel: What is it Like to be a Bat? (Chalmers Ch. 25.)

Colin McGinn: Can We Solve the Mind-Body Problem?. (Chalmers Ch. 38.) 

Recommended: Crane Ch 21-30. 

Recommended: Lowe Ch. 3, Second part.

Recommended: Fred Dretske: Conscious Experience (Chalmers Ch. 40.)

