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FIL4100 
Current Controversies in Philosophy of Mind: Consciousness, Cognition, and Their 

Place in Nature 
 
Instructor: Sebastian Watzl 

Course Description 
 
In this course, we will discuss four inter-related topics of current controversy within 
the philosophy of mind. They are: (a) What is the significance of consciousness: does 
consciousness matter for decision-making, ethics and belief formation? Is it important 
at all? (b) What is the place of consciousness in nature: is consciousness physical or 
non-physical? What would it mean to hold that it is “physical”? Might everything be 
conscious? (c) What is the structure of consciousness: are all conscious phenomena 
intentional or representational phenomena? Is it essential to conscious phenomena that 
subjects are aware of enjoying them? What are center and periphery within subjective 
perspectives? (d) Is cognition dependent upon consciousness: can cognition be 
explained as a biological function? Is intentionality dependent on consciousness?  

Assessment 
 
Students will be assessed on the basis of a “Portfolio Exam” which comprises the 
following graded requirements: 

• Two 1-2 page summaries of a reading 
o To be completed in two of the first five weeks of class. The summaries 

of the text are to be submitted on the day that text is discussed (i.e. not 
the week after the text is discussed). The last possible submission date 
for the second summary thus is on the day of session 5 (22/09).  

o Summaries should provide a clear summary of the relevant text: what 
is the author’s main goal? How does (s)he aim to achieve that goal? 
What are her/his main argumentative steps? Etc. An ideal summary 
would be able to be used as an introduction to the relevant session and 
as the basis for critical discussion. 

• Two 2-3 page critical responses to a reading 
o To be completed in two of sessions 6 to 10. The critical responses are 

to be submitted on the day that text is discussed (i.e. not the week after 
the text is discussed). The last possible submission date for the second 
critical response thus is on the day of session 10 (03/11). 

o Critical responses should not focus on providing a summary of the 
relevant text. Instead, they should focus on critical engagement: how 
might an opponent of the author’s position respond to her/his 
argumentation? How could the author’s argumentation be extended or 
improved? What are important considerations the author fails to take 
into account? An ideal critical response focuses on one important point 
in the essay that it discusses, and provides a detailed critical analysis or 
response to that point. 

• One 5-6 page essay 
o The essay should be on a topic of one of the sessions (students may 

also focus on one of the supplementary readings). The topic must be 
different from the topics students wrote their summaries or critical 
responses for (students who wish to write on a particular topic thus 
should choose the topics for their summaries critical responses wisely). 
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Essays cannot just be summaries of texts. They must show critical 
engagement and self-standing philosophical argumentation. To be 
submitted 24/11	  (the last day of class). 

o The essay should have a shape that is similar to the critical responses. 
Yet it should be longer, more detailed, and more self-standing. It 
should be a self-standing piece of philosophical argumentation. An 
ideal essay would be one that could be presented in a short presentation 
at a professional conference on the relevant topic. 

 
Schedule 

 
Session 1 (25/08): The Significance of Consciousness (I) 

We will start by discussing the significance of consciousness for life’s big practical 
decisions (e.g. whether to have a child, whether to emigrate, whether to become an 
artist or a stock broker).  We will discuss an argument to the effect that because such 
big decisions involve transformative experiences, that fundamentally affect who we 
are going to be, these decisions cannot be made rationally.  

Main Reading 

Paul, L.A. (2015). What You Can't Expect When You're Expecting. Res Philosophica, 
92 (2) 

Supplementary Reading 
Nagel, T. (1974). What Is It Like to Be a Bat?, The Philosophical Review, 84 (4): 

435-450  
Ullman-Margalit, E. (2006). Big Decisions: Opting, Converting, Drifting, Royal 

Institute of Philosophy Supplement, 58: 157-172 
 

Session 2 (01/09): The Significance of Consciousness (II) 
In this session we will discuss, firstly, whether (some) conscious experiences have 
non-instrumental value – either positive or negative. If so, consciousness will be of 
important prudential and ethical significance. Secondly, we will consider the 
epistemic significance of consciousness for our knowledge of the world around us.  

Main Readings 

Siewert, C. (2014). Speaking Up for Consciousness, Ch 9 In: In: Uriah Kriegel (ed.), 
Current Controversies in Philosophy of Mind. 

Siewert, C. (1998). The Importance of Consciousness, Ch 9 In: C. Siewert, The 
Significance of Consciousness, Princeton University Press 

Supplementary Readings 
Silins, N. (2011). Seeing Through the 'Veil of Perception'. Mind 120 (478):329-367. 

Pryor, J. (2000). The Skeptic and the Dogmatist, Noûs, 34: 517-49. 
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Session 3 (08/09): Consciousness and its Place in Nature (I): Recent Arguments 
Against Physicalism 

In the next four sessions, we will turn to recent developments regarding the mind-
body problem. If consciousness is indeed significant, we want to know: what is its 
place in the rest of nature? In this session, we will discuss recent versions of 
conceivability arguments against physicalism, and consider which options for 
consciousness’ place in nature are left open if these arguments are accepted.  

Main Readings 

Chalmers, D. J. (2003). Consciousness and its place in nature. In: Stich, S. P., & 
Warfield, T. A. (eds). The Blackwell guide to philosophy of mind. John Wiley & 
Sons: 102-142. 

Gertler, B. (2007). In Defence of Mind-Body Dualism. In Feinberg, J., & Shafer-
Landau, R. (Eds.). (2008). Reason and Responsibility: Readings in Some Basic 
Problems of Philosophy, Cengage Learning. 

Supplementary Reading 
Jackson, F. (1986). What Mary Didn’t Know. The Journal of Philosophy, 83 (5): 291–

295 
Levine, J. (1983). Materialism and qualia: The explanatory gap. Pacific Philosophical 

Quarterly 64, 354-6 1 . 
 

Session 4 (15/09): Consciousness and its Place in Nature (II): In Defense of 
Physicalism 

In this session we consider one important type of response to the conceivability 
arguments that attempts to prove these arguments wrong by means of a reductio ad 
absurdum. The upshot is that these arguments only suggest something about the 
nature of our concepts of consciousness, not about the nature of consciousness. 

Main Reading	  
Balog, K. (1999). Conceivability, possibility, and the mind-body problem. 

Philosophical Review 108 (4):497-528. 
Supplementary Reading 

Loar, B. (1997). Phenomenal states, in The Nature of Consciousness, Block, 
Flanagan, Güzeldere (eds.), MIT Press, 597-61 

Sundström, P. (2011). Phenomenal Concepts. Philosophy Compass 6 (4):267-281. 
 

Session 5 (22/09): Consciousness and its Place in Nature (III): Pan-Psychism 
[last date to submit 2nd summary] 

We will consider the prospects of pan-psychism, the view that every fundamental 
entity – including elementary particles like electrons – have conscious experiences. 
Many think that this view is outlandish. Might it nevertheless be both the best solution 
to the mind-body problem, and the best account of what underlies the laws of nature? 
[with guest presenter and discussant Hedda Hassel Mørch] 
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Main Reading	  
Strawson, G.  (2006). Realistic monism - why physicalism entails panpsychism. 

Journal of Consciousness Studies 13 (10-11):3-31 
Supplementary Readings 

Carruthers, P. & Schechter, E. (2006). Can panpsychism bridge the explanatory gap? 
Journal of Consciousness Studies 13 (10-11):32-39. 

MacPherson, F. (2006). Property Dualism and the Merits of Solutions to the Mind–
Body Problem. Journal of Consciousness Studies, 13, No. 10–11, 2006, pp. 72–
89 

Stoljar, D. (2006). Comments on Galen Strawson, Journal of Consciousness Studies, 
13, No. 10–11, 2006, pp. 170–76 

Wilson, C. (2006). Commentary on Galen Strawson. Journal of Consciousness 
Studies, 13, No. 10–11, 2006, pp. 177–83 

  

Stoljar, D. (2001). Two conceptions of the physical. Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research, 62(2), 253-281. 

Chalmers, D. (manuscript). The Combination Problem for Panpsychism 
 

Session 6 (29/09): Consciousness and its Place in Nature (IV): What actually is 
the Mind-Body Problem? 

The mind-body problem is often thought to concern the question whether the mental 
is physical or not (where physicalists say yes, and others say no). But what does it 
mean to be “physical”? We will consider whether any good sense can be made of this 
notion in the context of the mind-body problem. In particular, we consider the idea 
that to be a physicalist does not consist in a holding truth-evaluable belief, but in a 
stance or attitude concerning how to go about forming beliefs, and the idea that the 
mind-body problem is not about physicalism, but about whether the mental is 
fundamentally non-mental. 

Main Readings	  
Ney, A. (2008). Physicalism as an attitude. Philosophical Studies, 138(1), 1-15. 

Montero, B. (2001). Post-physicalism. Journal of Consciousness Studies 8 (2):61-80. 
Supplementary Readings 

Crane, T. & Mellor, D.H. (1990). There is no question of physicalism. Mind 99 
(394):185-206. 

Wilson (2006). On characterizing the physical. Philosophical Studies 131 (1):61-99. 
 

Session 7 (06/10): The Significance of Consciousness (III) 
We will discuss an argument to the effect that if consciousness is not fundamental 
then it is not significant either. According to this argument the ethical, practical and 
epistemic significance of consciousness depends on what the correct response to the 
mind-body problem (in Montero’s sense) is.  
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Main Reading	  
Lee, G. (2014). Materialism and the Epistemic Significance of Consciousness, In: 

Uriah Kriegel (ed.), Current Controversies in Philosophy of Mind. 
Supplementary Readings 

Churchland, P. S. (1996). The hornswoggle problem. Journal of Consciousness 
Studies, 3(5-6), 5-6. 

Lee, G. (forthcoming). Alien Subjectivity and the Importance of Consciousness. In A. 
Pautz & D. Stoljar (eds.), Themes from Block. MIT Press. 

 
Session 8 (13/10): The Structure of Consciousness (I): Intentionalism 

In the next four sessions we turn from questions about the significance of 
consciousness, and questions about the place of consciousness in nature to questions 
about the internal structure of consciousness. In the present session, we will discuss 
arguments for the view that all conscious phenomena are intentional or 
representational phenomena (they are characterized by some form of “aboutness”). 

Main Readings	  

Crane, T. (1998). Intentionality as the mark of the mental. Royal Institute of 
Philosophy Supplement, 43, 229-251. 

Byrne (2001). Intentionalism defended. Philosophical Review 110 (2):199-240. 
Supplementary Readings 

Harman, G. (1990). The intrinsic quality of experience. Philosophical perspectives, 
31-52. 

Tye, M. (2002). Representationalism and the Transparency of Experience, Nous 
 

Session 9 (20/10): The Structure of Consciousness (II): Moods 
In this session we will consider whether intentionalism can account for mood 
experiences such as depression, anxiety, elation or fearfulness. While it is intuitively 
attractive to think that perceptual forms of consciousness are “about” something (a 
red experience represents, or is about, a certain color), it is intuitively much less clear 
what mood experiences could be about. So, is intentionality really essential to all 
conscious phenomena?	  

Main Readings	  

Kind, A. (2013). The Case Against Representationalism About Moods. In Uriah 
Kriegel (ed.), Current Controversies in Philosophy of Mind. 

Mendelovici (2014). Pure Intentionalism About Moods and Emotions. In Uriah 
Kriegel (ed.), Current Controversies in Philosophy of Mind. 

Supplementary Reading 
Baier, A. (1990). What Emotions Are About, Philosophical Perspectives 4: 1– 29. 
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Session 10 (27/10): The Structure of Consciousness (III): Subjectivity 
[last date to submit 2nd critical response] 

Conscious phenomena do not just seem to be characterized by intentionality. Maybe 
even more importantly, they seem to be characterized by subjectivity: there is 
something it is like for the subject to enjoy them. Today we will consider the idea that 
this subjectivity consists in the subject’s awareness of being in her conscious states. 
Conscious phenomena on this view are phenomena we are (in a specific sense) 
conscious of.  

Main Reading	  
Lycan, W. G. (2001). A simple argument for a higher-order representation theory of 

consciousness. Analysis 61 (269):3-4. 
Kriegel, U. (2005). Naturalizing Subjective Character. Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research 71 (1):23-57. 
Supplementary Reading 

Thomasson, A. (2000). After Brentano. A One-level Theory of Consciousness, 
European Journal of Philosophy, 8 (2): 190-209 

Gennaro, R.  (2008). Representationalism, peripheral awareness, and the transparency 
of experience. Philosophical Studies 139 (1):39-56. 

Levine (2010). Review of Uriah Kriegel, Subjective Consciousness: A Self-
Representational Theory. Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews 2010 (3). 

 
Session 11 (03/11): The Structure of Consciousness (IV): Center and Periphery 

Consciousness is often described as providing subject’s with a unique subjective  
perspective on the world. In this session, we will consider the structure of that 
perspective, in particular how it is structured by attention into what is more central 
and what is more peripheral (or foreground and background, more or less salience, 
etc.). How should we think about that structure of consciousness? Is the attention 
structure of consciousness also an intentional characteristic? Is it essential to 
consciousness?  

Main Readings	  

Watzl, S. (under review). How Attention Structures Consciousness 
Chudnoff (2013). Gurwitsch's Phenomenal Holism. Phenomenology and the 

Cognitive Sciences 12 (3):559-578. 
Supplementary Readings 

Evans, C.O. (1970). The Subject of Consciousness. Ch. 3 “Attention”, George Allen 
& Unwin Ltd 

Akins, K.A. (XXX). A Bat without Qualities, in: M. Davies and G. Humphreys, 
Consciousness. Psychological and Philosophical Essays, Blackwell  

O’Shaughnessy, B. (2000). Consciousness and the World. Ch. 7 “The Attention”, 
Oxford University Press  
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Watzl, S. (forthcoming). Attentional Organization and the Unity of Consciousness, 
Journal of Consciousness Studies 

 
Session 12 (10/11): Naturalistic Explanations of Intentionality (I) 

In the last three sessions we take a different look at the relationship between 
consciousness and intentionality by starting with intentionality instead of starting with 
consciousness (with a two session build-up). Can we explain intentionality without 
explaining consciousness? In this and the next session, we will consider the prospects 
of two prominent naturalistic accounts of intentionality. In this session we will start 
with Jerry Fodor’s view on which intentionality has to do with asymmetric causal 
dependency. 

Main Reading	  

Excerpts from: Fodor, J. A. (1987). Psychosemantics: The problem of meaning in the 
philosophy of mind. The MIT Press. 

Supplementary Readings 
Shea, N. (2013). Naturalising Representational Content, Philosophy Compass, 8(5) 

pp. 496–509. 
Seager, W. (1993). Fodor's Theory of Content: Problems and Objections, Philosophy 

of Science, Vol. 60, No. 2: 262-277 
 

Session 13 (17/11): Naturalistic Explanations of Intentionality (II): Teleological 
Theories 

In this session  we will consider a different type of naturalistic account of 
intentionality. On this class of views, intentionality has to do with having a certain 
(biological) use or function.  

Main Reading	  

Neander, Karen, "Teleological Theories of Mental Content", The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2012 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL 
= <http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2012/entries/content-teleological/>. 

Supplementary Readings 

Millikan, Ruth G. (1986). Thoughts without laws: Cognitive science with content. 
Philosophical Review 95 (January):47-80. 

 
Session 14 (24/11): Phenomenal Explanations of Intentionality 

In this final session, we will consider the view that intentionality cannot be explained 
without consciousness. On this view, creatures without consciousness (“zombies”) 
would also not think or have any other intentional states. All mentality and meaning 
fundamentally depends on consciousness. 
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Main Readings	  
Kriegel, U., & Horgan, T. (2013). The Phenomenal Intentionality Research 

Program. In: Kriegel U. (ed) Phenomenal intentionality, Oxford University 
Press 

Smithies, D. (2012). The mental lives of zombies. Philosophical Perspectives,26(1), 
343-372. 

Supplementary Readings 
McGinn, C (1988). Consciousness and Content, Reprinted in: Block, N. J., Flanagan, 

O. J., & Güzeldere, G. (Eds.). (1997). The Nature of Consciousness: 
Philosophical Debates. MIT Press. 

Mendelovici, A. & Bourget, D.  (2014). Naturalizing Intentionality: Tracking 
Theories Versus Phenomenal Intentionality Theories. Philosophy Compass 9 
(5):325-337. 

 


