Student Lecture Notes

PH2510 Mind, Language and Science

Lecture 2 Week 1 - - 01/02/06

Administration

The Course Reader will be ready today or tomorrow. Otherwise parts of it will be sent by e-mail before the 1st tutorial.

Lecture Notes will be made available for students who have a clash with other subjects (you’re holding them in your hand now!) As per e-mail 3 people will be selected/volunteer to prepare notes, e-mail them to Martijn.
Overview

Belief is an intuitive concept. An important question  is: what does it mean to believe something? Or: What are the necessary and sufficient conditions for that must be satisfied in order for someone to believe something? Or: Under which conditions is the sentence “John believes that it rains” true?

--Conceptual Analysis, an example of this would be justified true belief, where



S believes P



P is true



S is justified in believing P

Different Species Of Belief

More than one variety of belief exists. For example there are ocurrent beliefs and dispositional beliefs. For instance, if asked about your height, you would agree “I am less than 3 metres tall.” You believe this in a Dispositional way.  The belief would not occur to you unless you were prompted into thinking about it. (this will be covered in later lectures)

How do concepts such as knowledge, understanding and pretence relate to the concept of belief? Example of pretense: A child may make-believe they are pouring pretend tea into a pretend cup. There is still a ‘belief’ here, but it is a different kind of belief to “I believe it is raining”

Qualitative states versus propositional attitudes

For this it is prime to understand mental states such as: 

Being happy, sad or angry, perceiving a tree, or being involved in believing or regretting.

1. Qualitative State

Being in pain has a distinctive character, they always have similar attributes no matter who is experiencing it. Though person A may have a different type of pain to person B, i.e. stabbing pain, throbbing pain etc, or the intensity may differ, both are still in pain. 

Another example would be two people who were in love, they would both have the same distinctive qualities. This is the same for visual and perceptive states.

2. Propositional Attitude

Things such as 

“I hope that it will rain today”

“I believe that it will rain today”

“I forgot that it was to rain today” etc.

You may believe a proposition. You may also hope, wish, regret or forget the proposition.

“She forgot that her name was Sandra.” She cannot think this herself, as it includes the object that has been forgotten. We can only say this of her. 

There is no underlying feeling that characterises belief states in different people. 

There is some question as to whether these two are exhaustive, or if there is some overlap between the two. 

One of the most important conceptual questions is…

“What does it mean to believe something?”

There are three elements involved in this:

1. The relation between mind-states and brain-states

2. Eliminativism – There are no beliefs (see Paul and Patricia Churchland) they believe that our best branches of science will prove this in due time. 

3. Observational Behaviour - Belief explained through behaviour, I believe x if and only if I have behaviour ​y.

These are thought of in terms of four main branches of philosophy

a) Representationalism

The proposition is located in the mind as a representation 

b) Dispositionalism

You are disposed to act in a certain way, in accordance with a belief. At the base level, if you are asked if you agree with a proposition, you are disposed to agree. A church bell is disposed to ring when struck. You are disposed to act in a certain manner when certain triggers in place. The strength of belief and force of the trigger will have an effect on the strength of the disposition.

c) Interpretationalism

This is the view supported by Davidson and Dennet. If you believe something, it will lead to observable behaviour. You take an umbrella with you if it rains. 

d) Eliminativism

There are no beliefs at all. The idea that there are is just a construct to help us deal with the world. 

What is representationalism?

The language token ‘dog’ represents a real world dog. The main proponents of this idea are Jerry Fodor and Fred Dretske.

Fodor says that 

1. There are mental facts that represent propositions

2. This must lead to behaviour-like consequences

He says there must be some internal language of thought, as there is a machine-language within a computer.

Pressing the ‘5’ key will represent itself with 0’s and 1’s in machine-language. This machine-language can be thought of as a representation of the ‘5’. 
Fodor calls this ‘internal language’ Mentalese. 

This is made up of atoms of each part of the proposition. 

It then operates in Mentalese to construct subject/predicate sentences. I.e. the subject ‘John’ and the predicate ‘Tired.’ Mentalese is the first part of the process, the attitude that is taken towards the proposition follows on from this. 
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