Hand-Out – Identity theory  (16 February)

1.  Why are we here?

· We are here because we are interested in the question ‘What do mental states consist in?’ (henceforth The Question)
· Last week we looked at the logical behaviourist answer to The Question.  We decided that it left much to be desired.

· This week we will be looking at a different approach to answering The Question – that advocated by the identity theory.
2.  The identity theory of physicalism

· Physicalism is the doctrine that everything in the world consists in physical stuff.  There is no floaty immaterial stuff (i.e. souls).

· The identity theory of physicalism with regards to mental states states that having a mental state consists in being in a particular physical state (ie. a brain state).

· E.g. Having the mental state of pain is identical to your C-fibres firing and there is nothing else to it than that.

· Identity theory is a reductive account of mental states: it is reducing them to physical processes.

3.  Basic physicalism

Jaegwon Kim claims that there are three claims which a physicalist must accept:

1. Supervenience thesis

The mental supervenes on the physical in that any two things (objects, events, organisms, persons, etc.) exactly alike in all physical properties cannot differ in respect of mental properties.  That is, physical indiscernability entails psychological indiscernability.  (Kim 1995:10) 
· In a nutshell: if two things have the exact same physical properties then they have the exact same psychological properties.

· Important: If you accept the supervenience principle you have to reject Cartesian dualism.

2. Anti-Cartesian principle

Nothing can have a mental property without having some physical property and hence without being a physical thing. (1995:11) 

· In case you didn’t get it first time round: there are no Cartesian souls.
3. Mind-body dependence

What mental properties a given thing has depends on, and is determined by, what physical  properties it has.  That is to say, the psychological character of a thing is wholly determined by its physical character. (p.11) 
· We need this thesis in order to use knowledge about the physical properties of a mental state to explain features about its psychological properties.

4.  What do we mean by identity?

· Type/token distinction

· Type-type identity theory

5.  A problem with physicalism
· Frank Jackson’s ‘Knowledge Argument’

6.  Qualia

· The ‘what-it’s-like-ness’ of having a mental state.  I.e. What Mary lacked in her physicalist understanding of the world.

· Qualia are epiphenomenal.  This means that they are caused by physical processes but have no causal power over physical processes.

7.  Objections (and responses) to the existence of qualia 

1. Qualia clearly cause behaviour

RESPONSE: It is physical stuff which causes our behaviour, it just happens to coincide with qualia.

2. Why would Qualia evolve if they have no causal power?

RESPONSE: Gould and Lewontin and the ‘Spandrels’ argument (1979)

3. Problem of other minds

Why do I assume other people have qualia like mine when I see them behave like I do if qualia have no causal power over behaviour?
RESPONSE: Just because we use behaviour to judge that someone has a particular quale does not entail that the quale caused the behaviour.

8.  Churchland’s problems with Jackson’s knowledge argument

1. Different kinds of knowledge

· It is false to claim that Mary has all the physical information possible about the world from her room.  She only has all the propositional knowledge; the fact that there is some knowledge she cannot have until she leaves the room does not preclude this knowledge from being physical.

2. Why should we accept that Mary learns something?

· It might be the case that she doesn’t.  
