

Don Hubin



Philosophy H276



Spring 2001


p. 2

First Writing Assignment
Instructions:  You are to write a philosophical paper (roughly four to five pages, typed, double-spaced) on one of the following questions/topics.  Do not treat these topics as if they are essay exam questions.  You are not expected to write a paper answering all of the questions associated with one of the topics.  The questions are intended to provoke thought and suggest some issues that a paper on the topic might address.  Part of the assignment is to select a relevant philosophical thesis to defend.  Remember, that original criticism of the arguments of others counts as original philosophical work.  You need not address an issue as if yours is the first (or last) word on the issue.  Please feel free to talk with me about topics and approaches.  

The assignment is due Wednesday, April 25, by 5:00 pm.  If you want to turn your paper in during class, that’s fine, of course.  If you would rather e-mail it to me (hubin.1@osu.edu) as an attachment in Word or WordPerfect, that’s fine too.  Just make sure to get it to me by the deadline. 

1. Answer Dennett’s question for him:  where is Dennett?  Also, does Dennett survive throughout this story?  Try to make the most compelling case for the answers that you offer.  Be sure to consider and respond to the best opposing arguments you can think of and do this all “in light of” the various theories of the mind that we have read about and discussed in class.

2. One of the most commonly accepted views on the mind/body problem is “substance dualism”.  Carefully describe a version of this view and critically evaluate it considering the most convincing arguments for it and the most compelling criticisms of it.

3. There are a variety of materialist conceptions of the mind and mental events.  These range from eliminative materialism, which denies the existence of minds, mental states and events, to reductive materialism, which identifies these things with brains and brain events and states.  It also includes logical behaviorism, which identifies mental events with behavior and dispositions to behave.  Pick the materialist conception of the mind that you find most plausible and justify the claim that it is superior to the alternative materialist conceptions.  What problems remain unsolved by what you take to be the strongest materialist conception of mind?

4. Functionalism, which identifies mental events in terms of their characteristic causes and effects, is neutral on the ontological question of what kinds of things carry out mental functions.  This means that functionalism is compatible with dualism or materialism (or idealism, for that matter).  The materialist functionalist will assert that there is a “token identity” between human mental states and brain states, and (more generally) a “token identity” between each mental states of any sort (human, animal, Klingon or machine—if these latter ones exist) and some physical state or other.  How does this sort of “token identity” differ from the sort of identity defended by the central state materialist?  Is functionalism a better theory of mental events than central state materialism?

5. A favorite scenario for science fiction involves the thinking machine.  From Asimov’s robot stories to Star Trek’s Data, people have imagined machines that have mental lives:  thoughts, beliefs and (sometimes) hopes, desires and fears.  Obviously, we are nowhere near having the capability to make a machine that we seriously want to describe as having a mental life.  But, is such a thing conceivable or is there some inherent reason why machines cannot think?  What criteria are relevant to determining the consciousness of an entity?  If machines could think, could they have the same (types of) thoughts we have?  If it is not possible for a machine to think, why not?  (What have we got that they can’t have?)  A theme that recurs in a number of science fiction pieces (an old "Outer Limits", "Blade Runner", among others) is of a character who finds out much to her/his surprise that s/he is actually an android.  Is such a scenario coherent?  Could you find out that you are an android?  (Imagine your parents sitting you down one night and beginning, "There is something we've been meaning to tell you. . . .")  If not, why not?What would the different theories of mental events say about these questions?
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