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Introductory Remarks Physicalism Behaviorism & Dispositions Toward a New Conception

Origins of the discussion

What is the nature of the mind?

mind

having a perception
having sensations

having beliefs

having thoughts

having purposes

having desires

So, the question ‘what is mind?’ is associated with

what is it to perceive?

what is it to have emotions?

etc.
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Now, of course, sometimes popular culture blurs
things. . . Apparently, mindless zombies can now fall in love!
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Origins of the discussion

Given these associations, what the nature of mind is has
important consequences for epistemology, metaphysics, ethics,
religion, science, etc.

? ?

Take a human. What is it? Is it just a body, a mechanism?
Is there something else, a different type of ‘substance’?
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In 1770, an inventor presented the Mechanical Turk to the
Empress of Austria:

The mechanism appeared to be able to play a strong game of
chess against a human opponent.

But it was a hoax.
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From Ryle to Armstrong

There were many accusations, failures, hoaxes, etc., discrediting
more naturalistic accounts of the mind. Those suggested that
something more was needed to pull the strings in mind-related
processes.

Ryle’s (1900-1976) analysis came up against that; he tried to
naturalize our understanding of the mind by attacking the ‘ghost
in the machine view’, and replace it by a behaviorist account.
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From Ryle to Armstrong

Today, we look at the contribution of the Australian philosopher
D.M. Armstrong.

(1926 — still alive)

Armstrong was born a generation after
Ryle:

Naturalizing the mind is less of a
controversy by then;

He also agrees with Ryle’s materialist
project, but not with its
implementation.

We examine the paper
The Nature of Mind
from his 1981 book
The Nature of Mind and Other Essays.
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From Ryle to Armstrong

Ryle attacked non-naturalistic accounts by logical analysis:

He sought to diagnose category mistakes that lead to
hypostasize oversimplified concepts.

The mind is not a ‘mysterious internal arena’ (e.g.,
Descartes’ spiritual substance).

The mind is not something behind the behaviour of the body,
it is simply part of the physical behaviour.

Armstrong approaches physicalism from another direction; for him,
it is not forced by logical analysis.
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Armstrong’s argument for Physicalism/Materialism

Modern sciences contribute new clues on mental processes:

Biology:
evolution from simple unicellular
organisms

Molecular biology & genetics:
physical & chemical basis of life

Neurophysiology:
electro-chemical account of
brain functions

Endocrinology:
hormonal effects on moods and
behaviour
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Armstrong’s argument for Physicalism/Materialism

“[. . . ] the moral is clear. We must try
to work out an account of the nature of
mind which is compatible with the view
that man is nothing but a
physico-chemical mechanism.”

But why scientism? Why concede authority to science about the
nature of humans, and the nature of mind in particular?
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Armstrong’s argument for Physicalism/Materialism

For Armstrong, all the latter fail to lead to consensus; it’s
constant bickering.

Because science alone can lead to
consensus, it must be preferred:
“Science has provided us with a
method of deciding disputed
questions.”

True, it is surely fallible, but there’s
nothing better.

Q: can it decide the right kind of
question for our issue?
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The main problem of behaviorism

Ryle achieved Physicalism through Behaviorism.

Remember:

The mind is not an inward arena, it is an outward act.

This view fits very well with a physicalist conception of humans.

If mental processes are identical to their expressions, then there is
no tension with a physicalist approach.
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The main problem of behaviorism

But there is a big objection against
simple Behaviourism:

“[. . . ] it is our common
experience that there can be
mental processes going on
although there is no
behaviour occurring that
could possibly be treated as
expressions of these
processes.

A man can be
angry but give no bodily
sign; he may think, but say
or do nothing at all.”
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Introducing dispositions

To counter this objection, Ryle
introduced the concept of disposition.

Instead of identifying mental processes
with actual behaviour, he identifies
them with dispositions to behave.

“To possess a dispositional property is not to be in a particular
state, or to undergo a particular change; it is to be bound or
liable to be in a particular state, or to undergo a particular change,
when particular condition is realised.”
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Introducing dispositions

Example of a disposition: Brittleness

“Brittleness is a disposition, a
disposition possessed by materials like
glass. Brittle materials are those
which, when subjected to relatively
small forces, break or shatter easily.
But breaking and shattering easily is
not brittleness, rather it is the
manifestation of brittleness.”

Other examples?
flammable, poisonous

We are still identifying states with outward acts: there is no
‘mysterious internal arena’ unidentified with behaviour.
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Introducing dispositions

The following is key to understanding Armstrong’s argument:

For behaviourists, dispositions are not causes.

To continue with the brittleness example:

“The brittleness is not to be conceived of as a cause for
the breakage, or even, more vaguely, a factor in bringing
about the breaking. Brittleness is just the fact that
things of that sort break easily.”

Is this satisfactorily facing the challenge?
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Amstrong’s main objection

Armstrong argues that Behaviourists did not do enough to deal
with the objection.

“When I think, but my thoughts do not
issue in any action, it seems as obvious as
anything is obvious that there is something
actually going on in me which constitutes
my thought. It is not simply that I would
speak or act if some conditions that are
unfulfilled were to be fulfilled. Something
is currently going on, in the strongest and
most literal sense of “going on,” and this
something is my thought. Rylean
Behaviourism denies this, and so it is
unsatisfactory as a theory of mind.”
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Armstrong’s Amendment

Armstrong grants that Behaviourists are right in thinking that our
notion of a mind and of individual mental states is logically tied
to behaviour.

But the relation is not one of identification. It is one of bringing
about, of causing.

His positive view is as follows:

“Thought is not speech under suitable circumstances,
rather it is something within the person which, in suitable
circumstances brings about speech.”

Now, is this a friendly or devastating amendment?



Introductory Remarks Physicalism Behaviorism & Dispositions Toward a New Conception

Armstrong’s Amendment

Armstrong grants that Behaviourists are right in thinking that our
notion of a mind and of individual mental states is logically tied
to behaviour.

But the relation is not one of identification. It is one of bringing
about, of causing.

His positive view is as follows:

“Thought is not speech under suitable circumstances,
rather it is something within the person which, in suitable
circumstances brings about speech.”

Now, is this a friendly or devastating amendment?



Introductory Remarks Physicalism Behaviorism & Dispositions Toward a New Conception

Armstrong’s Amendment

Armstrong grants that Behaviourists are right in thinking that our
notion of a mind and of individual mental states is logically tied
to behaviour.

But the relation is not one of identification. It is one of bringing
about, of causing.

His positive view is as follows:

“Thought is not speech under suitable circumstances,
rather it is something within the person which, in suitable
circumstances brings about speech.”

Now, is this a friendly or devastating amendment?



Introductory Remarks Physicalism Behaviorism & Dispositions Toward a New Conception

Armstrong’s Amendment

Armstrong grants that Behaviourists are right in thinking that our
notion of a mind and of individual mental states is logically tied
to behaviour.

But the relation is not one of identification. It is one of bringing
about, of causing.

His positive view is as follows:

“Thought is not speech under suitable circumstances,
rather it is something within the person which, in suitable
circumstances brings about speech.”

Now, is this a friendly or devastating amendment?



Introductory Remarks Physicalism Behaviorism & Dispositions Toward a New Conception

Armstrong’s Amendment

He thinks that scientists don’t treat
dispositions as Ryle does. They don’t rest
satisfied with the brute fact that some
materials have a disposition.

For example, they further investigate until they can identify
brittleness with the state of the glass that is responsible for
the disposition of the glass to break.

“We have discovered that the brittleness of glass is in fact a
certain sort of pattern in the molecules of the glass.”

Similarly, dispositions are to be identified with mental states.
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Armstrong’s Amendment

However, conceptualized in this way,
dispositions require talking about an
internal arena of mental processes, and
so they can’t save Behaviourism.

Then,

“[. . . ] it becomes a scientific question, and not a question of
logical analysis, what in fact the intrinsic nature of that cause is.
The cause might be, as Descartes thought it was, a spiritual
substance working through the pineal gland to produce the
complex bodily behaviour which men are capable.”



Introductory Remarks Physicalism Behaviorism & Dispositions Toward a New Conception

Armstrong’s Amendment

However, conceptualized in this way,
dispositions require talking about an
internal arena of mental processes, and
so they can’t save Behaviourism.

Then,

“[. . . ] it becomes a scientific question, and not a question of
logical analysis, what in fact the intrinsic nature of that cause is.
The cause might be, as Descartes thought it was, a spiritual
substance working through the pineal gland to produce the
complex bodily behaviour which men are capable.”
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Armstrong’s Amendment

Does it not undermine the hope of reaching a physicalist
conception of mind?

This view does not entail physicalism, but nonetheless supports it:

“But in fact the verdict of modern science seems to be
that the sole cause of mind-betokening behaviour in man
and the higher animals is the physico-chemical workings
of the central nervous system.”

So, based on science, we should identify mental states with
physical states of the central nervous system, not with some other
substance.
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Summary

So, let’s summarize:

1 We shouldn’t identify mental states and behaviour.
“The mind is, rather, that which stands behind and brings
about our complex behaviour.”

2 Dispositions, properly understood, are really state that bring
about (or ‘cause’) behaviour under specified circumstances.

3 This view is compatible and indeed supports (but not in a
purely logical way) physicalism.

4 The debate can be understood dialectically:
Thesis (non-naturalistic account), antithesis (Ryle’s
Behaviourism), synthesis (Armstrong position).
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Questions for discussion

More discussion:

A key point here is: what sort of thing can be shown by
logical analysis, and what can be learned by scientific inquiry?

What about consciousness? How does Armstrong approach
this problem?
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