
Philosophy 65: Consciousness

Joseph Moore

302 Cooper House

542-5808 (w)

jgmoore@amherst.edu

Class meetings: Tuesday 2–4:30 in the Kennick Room, Cooper House

Office hours: Wednesday 2-3, and by appointment

Topic:
There are compelling reasons to regard our mental states, events and processes as nothing more than complex arrangements of the fundamental, natural properties and processes that are to be found in the inanimate portions of reality. (I take this to be a good working definition of “physicalism”.) First, our minds and bodies not only interact causally, but our physical make-up seems asymmetrically to determine or “fix” the character of our mind. (The configuration of a person’s brain might have been different without any change in her mental states; but any difference in her mental states would involve, it seems, some difference in her brain.) And every year, we know more about which parts of the brain fix which parts of our mental lives. Second, the human mind seems to have evolved in a gradual fashion from clearly non-mental, indeed, inanimate structures; and individual human minds develop in a gradual fashion from clearly non-mental, biological structures, like sperm and eggs. These reasons, combined with considerations of explanatory and metaphysical economy, incline many people to adopt the materialist or physicalist outlook defined above.

But there are problems. The deepest philosophical worry for physicalism has been to provide an adequate understanding of human consciousness. How, asks the anti-physicalist, can the “raw feel” of an intense toothache, the taste of a good Merlot, the rich experiential quality of taking in a desert sunset, or the inner life of a bat be fully understood as nothing more than a complex arrangement of neurons, or ultimately, of micro-physical particles? Isn’t there some aspect of consciousness that will elude any physicalist analysis?

This seminar will focus, at the outset, on recent physicalist attempts to meet consciousness-based objections of this type. We will consider first Jackson’s famous “knowledge argument”, and then Levine’s “explanatory gap”. This will lead us to investigate recent attempts to understand consciousness in terms of higher-order thought (i.e., thoughts about our thoughts), and, more generally, to regard the phenomenal, qualitative features of conscious experience as thoroughly representational. Along the way, we will consider whether we should distinguish different notions of consciousness, whether there is a “unity” of conscious experience, and whether we should regard introspection as a perceptual faculty like vision?

Prerequisites:
You should have taken at least two courses in philosophy. It would also be helpful if you were familiar with basic issues in the philosophy of mind.

Readings:
There are two books for the seminar. Matter and Consciousness (revised edition), by Paul Churchland, provides a good introduction to the philosophy of mind. We will use it at the beginning of the seminar to provide background to the mind-body problem. The Nature of Consciousness: Philosophical Debates, edited by Block, Flanagan, and Guzeldere is an intimidating anthology of important and contemporary articles on various consciousness-related topics. Most of the readings will be from this anthology. Both books are available from the Amherst Bookstore, at 8 Main Street in downtown Amherst. And both are on reserve in Frost Library. We will also read a number of very recent articles, which I will arrange to have photocopied.

The readings will not be excessive—typically two articles per meeting—but they will often be dense (in the “compact and difficult” sense). So you will be expected to read each assignment carefully, which usually means more than once. And you will be expected to keep up with assigned readings and to come prepared to talk about them.

Assignments:
I am still uncertain about the constitution of the seminar (i.e., the number of seminarians and their backgrounds), so some of the seminar’s structural and bureaucratic details remain undecided. However, the assignments will be roughly as follows: a final term paper (in two drafts) of medium length 8-15 pages) due at the end of the semester; one short paper (2–4 pages) due in the first month; and weekly “reading responses.” (I may also arrange for in-class presentations.) Please send your responses to me by e-mail (preferably as an attached (virus-free!) word document) by 11:30 AM on Tuesday mornings. It would be helpful if your subject line read “response: …”.

Number of Breaks Per Seminar Meeting:
One

Seminar Outline
I can’t predict exactly how the course will proceed, particularly in its later stages. Here’s an ambitious list of topics and readings, along with a tentative schedule that selects about half of these. I encourage any input, though, about preferred readings or course mechanics. Selections marked “HO” would be handed out, or accessed on-line. All other selections are from The Nature of Consciousness. This is just the tip of the consciousness ice-berg. I encourage you to look at David Chalmers’s overwhelmingly comprehensive (18,000 entries and counting!) on-line database of texts in the philosophy of mind: consc.net/mindpapers.
Different Concepts of Consciousness

• Armstrong, “What is Consciousness?”

• Nagel, “What is it Like to be a Bat?”
• Block, “On a Confusion about a Function of Consciousness”

• Responses to Block by Dennett, Chalmers, Church, and Burge

Physicalism and the Mind-Body Problem

• Paul Churchland, “The Ontological Problem” (Ch. 2 from Matter and Consciousness)

Consciousness-based Challenges to Physicalism

   The Knowledge Argument

• Jackson, “What Mary Didn’t Know”

• Lewis, “What Experience Teaches”

• Paul Churchland, “Knowing Qualia: A Reply to Jackson”

• Loar, “Phenomenal States”

• Lycan, “Perspectival Representation and the Knowledge Argument” (HO)

• Jackson, “Postscript on Qualia” (HO)

• Jackson, “The Knowledge argument, diaphanousness, representationalism” (HO)

• Bigelow & Pargetter, “Re-Aquaintance with Qualia” (HO)
The Explanatory Gap

• Kripke, “ The Identity Thesis”

• Levine, “On Leaving Out What It’s Like”

• Van Gulick, “Understanding the Phenomenal Mind: Are We All Just Armadillos?”

• Van Gulick, “Maps, Gaps, and Traps” (HO)

Agnosticism & Mysterianism

• Nagel, “What is it Like to be a Bat?” (again)

• Nagel, “Conceiving the Impossible and the Mind-Body Problem” (HO)

• McGinn,  “Consciousness and Content”

Zombies and Inverts

• Shoemaker, “Qualia and Consciousness” (HO)

• Stalnaker, “Comparing Qualia Across Persons” (HO)

• Balog, “Conceivability, Possibility, and the Mind-Body Problem” (HO)

• Stalnaker, “What is it like to Be a Zombie?” (HO)

The Stream and Unity of Consciousness
• James, “The Stream of Consciousness”

• Dennett, “The Cartesian Theater and “Filling In” the Stream of Consciousness”

• Flanagan, “The Robust Phenomenology of the Stream of Consciousness”

• O’Brien and Opie, “The Disunity of Consciousness” (HO)

• Bayne, “The Unity of Consciousness: Clarification and Defence” (HO)

• O’Brien and Opie, “Disunity Defended: a Reply to Bayne” (HO)

• Dennett and Kinsbourne, “Time and the Observer: the Where and When of Consciousness in the Brain”

• Responses by Block and van Gulick

• Shoemaker, “Unity of consciousness and consciousness of unity”
Higher-Order Representation Theories of Consciousness

• Armstrong, “What is Consciousness?” (again)

• Rosenthal, “A Theory of Consciousness”

• Lycan, “Consciousness as Internal Monitoring”

• Lycan, “The Superiority of HOP to HOT” (HO)

• Shoemaker, from the Royce Lectures: “Self-Knowledge and ‘Inner Sense’” (HO)

• Byrne, “Some Like it HOT: Consciousness and Higher-Order Thoughts” (HO)
Representation and Consciousness

• Peacocke, “Sensation and the Content of Experience: a Distinction”

• Tye, “A Representational Theory of Pains and Their Phenomenal Character”

• Tye, “Blurry Images, Double Vision, and Other Oddities: New Problems for Representationalism” (HO)

• Byrne, “Don’t PANIC: Tye’s Intentionalist Theory of Consciousness”

• Byrne, “Intentionalism Defended” (HO)

• Crane, “The Intentional Structure of Consciousness” (HO)

• Levine, “Experience and Representation” (HO)

• Loar, “Transparent Experience and the Availability of Qualia” (HO)

• Block, “Mental Paint” (HO)

Qualia and Introspection

• Crane, “The Origins of Qualia” (HO)

• Byrne, “Sensory Qualities, Sensible Qualities, Sensational Qualities” (HO)

• Dennett, “Quining Qualia”

• Harman, “The Intrinsic Quality of Experience”

• White, “Curse of the Qualia” (HO)

• Moore, “Vague Qualia” (HO)

Tentative Semester Plan

1/29: Twenty Questions of Consciousness

2/5: Varieties of Consciousness (Armstrong, Nagel)

2/12: Access vs. Phenomenal consciousness (Block, replies)

2/19: Mind-Body Problem: a Crash-Course (Churchland)

2/26: Knowledge Argument I: the Perspectival Response (Jackson, Van Gulick, Lycan)

3/4: Knowledge Argument II: Jackson’s retraction (Jackson, Bigelow & Pargetter)

3/11: The Explanatory Gap (Kripke, Levine, Van Gulick)

Spring break—No Class on 3/18

3/25: The Stream of Consciousness (James, Dennett, Flanagan)

4/1: The Unity of Consciousness (Shoemaker, O’Brien & Opie, Bayne)

4/8: Introducing Qualia (Crane, Byrne)

4/15: Eliminating Qualia (Dennett, Moore)

4/22: Reprsentationalism (Block, Tye & Tye)
4/29: Introspection I: HOT Theories (Rosenthal, Lycan & [Lycan])

     Friday, 5/2 (3 PM): Paper topic/outline/draft due

5/6: Introspection II: Against HOT Theories (Shoemaker, [Byrne])

     Friday, 5/16 (3 PM): Final paper due
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