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Meaning Week 9

I.  Instrumentalism Defined  (Ch. 2)



A.  There are two possible positions to take on the propositional attitudes.  a) realism, (where o believes that p is a fact about o) b) interpretationalism (whether o believes p is a matter of ones purposes are in describing o this way).  So for interpretationalists, whether one holds a belief depends on the purposes of the individual who is considering such an attribution.  Dennett's Instrumentalism hopes to take the best of both views.


B.  Attributing FP states to an organism is a matter of taking a stance towards that organism.  So in that sense it is an interpretational matter.  Nevertheless, whether taking this stance is warranted and/or successful is not a mere matter of interpretation, there are facts of this matter.  So whether one is right to adopt the intentional stance is not a merely a matter of ones interests.  


C.  For some purposes, the intentional stance is unavoidable - how else to predict the arrival of two gentlemen with a bottle of alcohol?  The Martian trying to predict events on Earth may succeed completely, but it would still miss real patterns in those events that are intrinsic features of the way the world is (at a psychological level of description).  (See Dennett's paper "Real Patterns".) So perhaps the label 'instrumentalism" is not so apt, and in fact Dennett shies away from its use.


D.  Compare taking the astrological stance with taking the intentional stance.  The trouble with the former is that it does such a lousy job of predicting behavior.  However, if there were things for whom the astrological stance worked, then taking that stance in that realm would be a legitimate use of a higher-level conceptual scheme.


E.  Stances.



1.  Physical Stance  (Predict using the laws of physics.)



2.  Design Stance   (Predict the behavior of a car by the operator’s manual.)



3.  Intentional Stance (Predict behavior by treating organism as a rational agent with beliefs and desires.)


F.  Is it always OK to use the Intentional Stance when it works?  No.  Not if some lower stance can manage to predict the behavior.  Instead of saying "The lectern wants to stay put", you should appeal to the law of gravity.


G.  So do thermostats have beliefs and desires?  Well yes in a very limited sense. A thermostat is so simple, it would be near impossible to characterize the contents of its attitudes.  So while intentional, it's not very intentional.  Intentionality and the fineness in determining content waxes and wanes with the complexity of the intentional system.


H.  What are beliefs and desires like?  Is Dennett a realist, reductionist or an eliminativist?  It is hard to say.   Propositional attitudes can be likened to centers of mass in physics. They are conceptual "crutches" that are absolutely essential to get on with applying a theory to real cases.  Realism is not appropriate for centers of mass don’t exist in any roust way.  Reduction is not appropriate since centers of mass do not reduce to anything physical.  Eliminativism is not appropriate since centers of mass are crucial to application of a physical theory. 

II.  Instrumentalism and the Problem of Error (Ch. 8)


A.  Dennett thinks that the problems of error and indeterminacy of reference are chronic because they are bogus.  What underlies these problems is the assumption of Intrinsic Intentionality, (and Meaning Rationalism (Millikan)).  Intrinsic Intentionality has it that the intentionality of my mental states is something about them, so there is a fact of the matter as to what a state is about.  Meaning Rationality has it that intentionality is directly given to me in my subjective experience.  Since there is a fact of the matter as to what my mental states mean, the problem of intentionality is to find out how these facts supervene on physiology.


B.  Dennett hopes to dissolve the problem of intentionality by challenging this assumption.  We needn't search for intrinsic intentionality because, in the end, all intentionality is derived.  Taking the intentional stance towards people (including oneself) - attributing beliefs and desires to them - is a fruitful practice.  But quarreling over exactly what (or how) an intentional state means may be no more fruitful than arguing about whether a two-bitser, used in the US, but then transported to Panama is really a quarter detector, a balboa detector or a paperweight.




C.  On Dennett's instrumentalism, there doesn't have to be the right answer to what a mental state means.  There is a normal indeterminacy here as there is also in the case of finding out the purpose of an artifact.


D.  Discussion.   "At last I understood why Fodor dislikes evolutionary hypotheses almost as much as he dislikes artificial intelligence; why Dretske must go to such desperate lengths to give an account of error; why Burge's "anti-individualism" and Kripke's ruminations on rule-following .. have always struck me as great labors wasted in trying to break down an open door."  Dennett p. 294.  Explain this quote.


E.  Discussion.  "So our intentionality is derived from the intentionality of our selfish genes!  They are the UnMeant Meaners; not us!"  Dennett,  p. 298.  This suggests that human intentionality has its source in the original intentionality of our genes, and that original intentionality has a biological basis.  What would Dennett say to this suggestion?   


F.  Question.  What are two reasons Dennett gives for why others believe abandoning original intentionality is so unpalatable.  


Answer:  You would lose:  



1.  Privileged access to the meanings of our thoughts.



2.  Facts of the matter as to what those meanings are.




G.  Question.  The obvious way to go in giving an account of original intentionality is to substitute Mother Nature (natural selection) for humans who assign goals and purposes to artifacts.  Why is this tactic resisted by Dennett?


H.  According to Dennett, which of these are magnetosome orientations about: a) the direction of the magnetic field, b) the direction of oxygen-free water c) the direction pointed to by the magnetosome?


I.  Explain why Dennett agrees or disagrees with each of these philosophers on each of these issues.  Fodor, Dretske, Millikan



1)  Appeal to teleofunction is a good way to fix content of beliefs and desires.



2)  Appeal to asymmetrical dependence is the way to fix content.



3)  Appeal to the history of an organism's selection is a good way to determine content.



4)  The problem of indeterminacy of content can be solved.





5)  Individualism is correct.



6)  Original intentionality is intrinsic, i.e. it is a property of the organism itself, not something relational or something read into it.



7)  Beliefs and desires are like sentences stored in the head.



8)  There is a fact of the matter as to what some mental states are about.



9)  Psychology is a predictive theory.



10)  Folk Psychology is essential because it works so well.


J.  Dennett counts Millikan on his side in the dispute over original intentionality.  What points of difference between Dennett and Millikan remain?  Do they really agree on original intentionality?


K.  What point is Dennett making with the example of 'glug'?  According to him what does 'glug' mean?  methane?  methane or acetylene?  gaseous hydrocarbon? explosive air?  Is there any scenario that might resolve the question?



 
L.  If original intentionality isn't really there, then why does Dennett spend all that time explaining how intentionality is derived from biology (from "what Mother Nature has in Mind").  So is Dennett a reductive materialist or is he an eliminativist?  (See p. 314 where he talks of the inescapable utility of the intentional stance in biology.)

III.  Dennett on the Language of Thought


A.  LOT has it that some of our mental states are structured in a language-like way with compositional components.


B.  Why do we believe this?  Because we describe our propositional attitudes with linguistic devices, for example when we express our desire for a two-egg mushroom omelet.


C.  But there is a difference between making attributions of such linguistic structures to a mental state, and the mental state's actually having that kind of structure.  Therefore, the LOT is not obvious. It is an empirical matter as to whether the mental states are themselves things with a compositional structure.


D.  Nevertheless, Dennett suggests that the LOT is likely.  For how else could the brain solve the problem of combinatorial explosion?  


E.  What is that problem?  Well we need a system that allows massive representative capacities, so for example to represent Jim is happy, Bob is happy, Anne is happy, Jim is sad, Bob is sad, Anne is sad, Jim loves Anne, Anne loves Jim, Jim hates Anne, Anne hates Jim,  etc....  Therefore the representational system must be generative and indefinitely extendable.  By generative, we mean that there is a syntax for the language that allows larger components to be created from smaller sub components  (as in sentences from words).  By indefinitely extendable we mean that the rules building up the structure allow the development of indefinitely complex representations (as in sentences of unlimited length).


F.  Now if this is a requirement on the task performed by the brain, it is likely that some language-like mechanism is used to provide a rich variety of representational states, and so the compositional structure we use in attributing propositional attitudes to states to the brain are actual present in those states.  


G.  Note, however, the reason Dennett gives to believe this is that we cannot imagine any alternative. Some connectionists claim to have one.
IV. Clarification of Dennett's View


A.  What is Dennett's position about the suggestion that intrinsic intentionality is had by our genes?  



1.  How does this bizarre suggestion play a role in his argument?



2. The idea might be that if you view humans a gene carrying robots designed by mother nature, then if intrinsic intentionality goes anywhere genes would play exactly the role of the bearers of intentionality.  So we end of with a reductio of the view of intrinsic intentionality.


B.  Can Dennett have it both ways?



1. The Intentional Stance is great and mostly works for human beings.



2.  The LOT is likely true.



3.  There are no facts of the matter as to what mental states of humans mean, and content is often undetermined or underdetermined.

If we accept 1 and 2, why not go whole hog and say that FP is a good theory of human behavior and then accept its posits (beliefs, desires and their contents) as real.  If we do that, shouldn't 3. end up false?

V.  Churchland on Instrumentalism


A.  Churchland objects to Dennett's contention that beliefs and desires have special status as indispensable abstracta that carry a kind of ontological weight.  What evidence, he asks, does Dennett put forward for the idea that beliefs and desires are such abstracta?
 


B.  Answer:  The predictive power of FP is such evidence. 


C.  Reply:  But there are many theories that are predictive successes, where we reject the reality of their abstracta, for example the theory of crystalline spheres for predicting planetary motion. 


D.  Objection.  FP is indispensable because we have no alternative theory that does the job.


E.  Reply.  The emerging connectionist cognitive science based on vector representations counts as a worthwhile alternative. 

