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The mind in the box: how philosophy of mind shapes epistemology (400 level) 

 

Philosophy of mind and epistemology are often treated as distinguishable areas of philosophy. In fact, our 

commitments in one shape the problems we confront in the other and the solutions available to us. This course 

investigates how our philosophical views about the nature of the mind have constrained our understanding of how 

we gain knowledge both about the external world and our minds themselves.  

 

Early modern philosophy of mind is credited with locating the subject of experience in a private “Cartesian 

theatre”, immediately accessible only to the subject themselves. Out of that understanding of the mind falls a set 

of problems about how we can know about the external world, and other minds. How can our perceptual and 

cognitive states reach out of the Cartesian box to the world beyond? One lens through which we can view the 

development of philosophy of mind in the 20th century is as a series of attempts to get the mind out of the box 

without breaking it in the process, by finding ways to understand it as a part of the natural world without reducing 

it away. And in the 21st century philosophy of mind has taken an increasing interest in what cognitive science can 

tell us about the place of the mind in the world, facts which also shape the epistemology we commit to.  

 

Learning objectives 

Students will: 

- Acquire familiarity with the historical roots of philosophy of mind and epistemology and an appreciation 

of how those foundations support contemporary philosophical enquiry in those areas.  

- Practice building, analyzing and critiquing philosophical arguments  

- Develop written and verbal communication skills through regular writing assignments and class 

discussion. 

- Practice offering and responding to constructive feedback on written work through offering and receiving 

comments on final paper drafts. 

Assessment and grading 

Attendance and participation, including spoken contributions and active listening skills: 20% of grade 

Class attendance is mandatory. In addition to making spoken contributions, successful participation includes 

adequate preparation for class, actively listening to your peers, asking questions of them and the instructor, and 

seeking to support a successful, productive discussion in your conduct more broadly. 

 

Reading responses and discussion points (three of each): 20% of grade 

Students will take turns to write a short reading response (c.600 words) on the week’s reading on certain weeks, 

and to provide a short list of possible discussion points for class discussion on other weeks.  

 

Midterm paper: 20% of grade 

Max 2000 words. Suggested topics will be provided, but students can choose their own topics with the instructor’s 

approval.  

 

Comments on another’s written work: 10% of grade  

Three weeks before the final project is due, students will submit an outline or draft of their final project. Each 

student will then be assigned to give a brief set of written comments on another student’s draft or outline. The aim 

of the comments is to help the strengthen the resultant final project. 

 

Final project: 30% of grade 

Max 4000 words. A paper outline or draft is due three weeks before the deadline, and feedback will be provided. 
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Topic Reading 

Foundations: Building a box around the mind 

1. Early modern 

beginnings #1 

 

Rene Descartes, Meditations I and II 

John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding Book II, Chapters 1 and 

2 

2. Early modern 

beginnings #2 

Bishop Berkeley, Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge 

Part I, sections 1-20 

David Hume An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding Sections IV, V, 

XII 

Rebecca Copenhaver, “A realism for Reid: mediated but direct” 

 Extracting The Mind from the Box 

3. Mental hardware: 

physicalism and 

functionalism 

 

Ryle, G. Concept of Mind Chapter 1  

  

J.J.C. Smart “Sensations and Brain Processes” 

David Lewis “Mad Pain and Martian Pain” 

4. Knowing other minds Anita Avramides Other Minds Ch. 8 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosphical Investigations (Excerpts) 

Peter Carruthers “How we know our own minds: the relationship between 

mindreading and metacognition” 

5. Knowing our own 

minds 

Katalin Farkas The subject’s point of view Ch. 1 

Timothy Williamson “Cognitive Homelessness” 

Johansson et al. “Failure to detect mismatches between intention and outcome 

in a simple decision task” 

6. Transcendental 

responses  

Peter Strawson Individuals Ch. 3 “Persons” 

Donald Davidson “The conditions of thought” 

Finding the mind in the world 

7. Content externalism Tyler Burge “Individualism and the mental” 

Carter et al. “Varieties of externalism” 

8. Extended mind Andy Clark and David Chalmers “The extended mind” 

Katalin Farkas “Two versions of the extended mind thesis” 

Declan Smithies “Access Internalism and the extended mind” 

Contemporary skepticism and dogmatism 

9. Cartesian skepticism 

reprised 

Jonathan Vogel “Cartesian skepticism and inference to the best explanation” 

Hilary Putnam “Brains in vats” 

10. Dogmatism  G.E.Moore “Proof of an external world” 

James Pryor “The skeptic and the dogmatist” 

Michael Huemer “Compassionate phenomenal conservatism” 

Perception and psychological science 

11. Seeing out of the box: 

perceptual 

epistemology 

 

Tyler Burge “Perceptual entitlement” 

Alva Noe “Precis of Action in Perception” 

Susanna Siegel “Cognitive Penetrability and Perceptual Justification” 

12. Mind and knowledge in 

light of psychological 

science 

 

Daniel Dennett Consciousness Explained Ch.5 (ch. 6 optional) 

Andy Clark “Whatever next? Predictive brains, situated agents, and the future 

of cognitive science” 


