
 1 

Philosophy of Psychology 
2016–17 

 

Course Organiser: Dr. Mark Sprevak (mark.sprevak@ed.ac.uk) 

 

Office Location: 5.12, Dugald Stewart Building 

 

Office Hourse: Monday mornings, book a slot using this link to arrange a meeting: 

 https://calendly.com/sprevak/office-hours-meeting 

 

Course Secretary:  Sam Bell (philinfo@ed.ac.uk) 

 

 

Course Aims and Objectives 

 

This course will survey philosophical issues particular to the scientific study of the 

mind, with a special focus on the methodology and explanatory practices of 

psychology. We will cover questions such as:  

 

o Can subjective reports count as evidence?  

o Is ‘unconscious inference’ a coherent concept?  

o What can evolution tell us about our minds?  

o Do mental representations considered as computational states "mean" 

anything? 

o Does the mind extend outside the head? 

 

By the end of the course, the student should be able to: 

 

o Examine the basic literature on psychological explanation 

o Make use of the empirical literature in a philosophical context 

o Critically discuss the evidential support for and theoretical significance of 

unconscious mental processes 

 

 

Readings 

 

For each week, readings are listed below. Readings include core and secondary 

readings. The core readings for each week are starred (*).  

 

Core readings are the material that it is your responsibility to read before each 

class.  
 

Core readings are also the material on which your weekly online discussions will be 

based (see below). Please do delve into the further reading too; these should be your 

first port of call when writing your essay.  

 

Some hints: Read the core readings carefully. You may find an article challenging or 

difficult—persist! If you do not understand something, read it again, think about it, try 

to make sense of it in your own words. If after multiple attempts to make sense of a 
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passage, you still cannot, then there is a good chance that you have identified a real 

problem in the article—a perfect point to raise in your discussion forum, in the class, 

or to form the basis of an excellent essay! Jim Pryor has some wonderful tips for 

reading philosophy (as he says, 'you should expect to read a philosophy article more 

than once') 

 

 

Seminar Content and Schedule 

 

In trying to understand the nature of psychology as a discipline and analyze it 

philosophically, we will be interested in questions such as:  

 

 What are the primitive objects? 

 What counts as evidence? 

 What counts as an explanation? 

 

The history of psychology is a history of different answers to these questions, and 

with each shift, the philosophical understanding of psychology has become richer and 

more subtle.  Consequently, we’ll be looking at how these questions have been 

debated at key moments in the development of the study of mind. 

 

 

Week 1: What is (philosophy of) psychology? 
 

Psychology as a science dates back at least to Aristotle’s De Anima (4th century BCE).  

During the 17th century scientific revolution, just as physics and astronomy had been 

reformed by changing concepts of explanation, attempts were made to reform 

psychology by following new explanatory practices.  However, it was only in the 19th 

century that psychology emerged as a full-fledged quantitative science, and only in 

the 20th that philosophy of psychology emerged as a field distinct from psychology 

itself.  In this introductory week, we survey the changing explanatory practices which 

define the early history of psychology, from Aristotle’s teleological account, through 

Descartes’ mechanisms, and Hume’s associationism.  We also discuss the difference 

between philosophy of psychology and philosophy of mind.   

 

Class Readings 

 

o (*) Aristotle (4th cent BC) De Anima, Book 2, Ch. 1. 

o (*) Descartes (~1633) “Treatise on Man” (Selections) in The Philosophical 

Writings of Descartes, trans. Cottingham, pp. 99-108. 

o (*) Hume (1748) Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Part 1, Sects. 2 & 

3. 

o (*) Block, N. (1983) "What is Philosophy of Psychology?" in Readings in 

Philosophy of Psychology, vol. 1, ed. Block, pp. 1-8. 

 

Secondary Readings 

 

o Hernnstein and Boring (eds.) Sourcebook in the History of Psychology, Harvard 

UP (1965), Sec. XV. 

o James, W. (1890) The Principles of Psychology, vol. 1, Ch. 1. 

http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/reading.html
http://www.jimpryor.net/teaching/guidelines/reading.html
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o Koffka, K. (1938) The Principles of Gestalt Psychology, Ch. 1+2 

o Mason, Sripada, and Stich (2008) “The Philosophy of Psychology” in Routledge 

Companion to Twentieth-Century Philosophy. 

 

 

Week 2: Explanation: 1st and 3rd Person 
 

Psychology as a science is distinct in its use of first personal evidence, i.e. evidence 

directly reported by subjects about their experiences.  What methodological pitfalls 

are presented by this unique subject matter?  How does it affect the nature of 

psychological explanations?  How does the psychologist’s own first person 

perspective affect his or her attempts to develop a third person theory of the mind?  

This week we examine James’ methodological analysis of these questions, and in 

particular his warning against “the psychologist’s fallacy”, and Dennett’s explanation-

oriented analysis of the distinction between the personal and the sub-personal. 

 

Class Readings 

 

o (*) James, W. (1890) The Principles of Psychology, vol. 1, Ch. 7. 

o (*) Dennett, D. (1969) "Personal and Sub-personal Levels of Explanation" 

reprinted in J. Bermudez (Ed) Philosophy of Psychology: contemporary 

readings (Routledge 2006).  

 

Secondary Readings 

 

o Bermudez, J. (2005) Philosophy of Psychology: A Contemporary Introduction, Ch.2.  

o Cummins, R. (2000) "'How does it work?' vs. 'What are the laws?': Two Conceptions 

of Psychological Explanation" in Keil and Wilson (eds.) Explanation and Cognition, 

117-145. 

o Drayson, Z. (2012) “The Uses and Abuses of the Personal/Subpersonal Distinction,” 

Philosophical Perspectives 26: 1–18. 

o Drayson, Z. (2014) “The Personal/Subpersonal Distinction,” Philosophy Compass 

9/5: 338–46. 

 

 

Week 3:  Behaviorism 
 

The behaviorist movement dominated psychology in the first half of the 20th century.  

It arose as an attempt to remove the dangers of the subjective perspective, and turn 

psychology into a quantified mathematical science.  In addition to the basic 

motivations and methods of behaviorism, we’ll examine the shift in attitudes from the 

first generation of behaviorists (represented by Watson) to the neo-behaviorism of 

Skinner and his peers.  This shift is characterized in terms of (i) the move from 

molecular (physiologically defined) to molar (more broadly defined) notions of 

behavior; (ii) the shift from classical conditioning to operant conditioning 

(conditioning of voluntary behaviors); and (iii) a shift toward positing variables 

(standing for internal states) which are not directly observable.   

 

Class Readings 
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o (*) Watson, J. B. (1913) "Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It" in 

Psychological Review 20: 158-177. 

o (*) Tolman, E. C. (1926) “A Behavioristic Theory of Ideas,” Psychological 

Review 33(5): 352–369. 

 

Secondary Readings 

 

o Hatfield, G. (2003) "Behaviorism and Psychology" in Cambridge History of 

Philosophy, ed. Baldwin, Cambridge UP. pp. 640-8. 

o Koffka, K. (1938) The Principles of Gestalt Psychology, Ch. 2.  

o Skinner, B. F. (1950) "Are Theories of Learning Necessary?" in Psychological 

Review 57: 193-216. 

 

 

Week 4: Critiques of Behaviorism 
 

After dominating psychology for the first half of the 20th century, behaviorism was 

sharply criticized, famously in an article by Noam Chomsky arguing it could not 

account for language.  He criticizes the types of theories allowed by behaviorists and 

advocates the need in linguistics for the positing of rich internal and innate structures.  

During the dominance of behaviorism, however, a contemporary voice of dissent had 

come from the gestalt psychologists, who criticized the supposed scientific rigor of 

behaviorist methodology.  Köhler, for example, argues that appeals to subjective 

experience necessarily play a role in sciences such as physics, so cannot be ruled out 

as a source of evidence.  This week we compare these two critiques. 

 

Class Readings 

 

o (*) Köhler, Gestalt Psychology, Ch. 1 & 2. 

o (*) Chomsky, N. (1959) "Review of Verbal Behavior by B. F. Skinner" in 

Language, 35: 26-58. 

 

 

Week 5: Unconscious Inferences  
 

An issue that plagued debates about behaviorism was the question of how much 

internal structure to posit in a psychological theory.  A related question is the 

distinction between conscious and unconscious structure—this week we look at the 

specific example of unconscious sensations and inferences.  The view that there are 

unconscious sensations and inferences played a critical role in the development of 

Helmholtz’s classic theory of perception.  Despite repeated “refutations” (we look at 

one from Köhler although others are listed under secondary readings) the positing of 

unconscious inferential processes has risen to prominence again (see, for instance the 

article by Clark).  Were the arguments against the positing of unconscious processes 

in error?  Or is the new notion of unconscious inference immune to the classic 

critiques?  

 

Class Readings 

 

o (*) Helmholtz, H. (1866) Treatise on Physiological Optics, 3rd ed., §26 (first 
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section of volume 3 of 1910 translation). 

o (*) Köhler, Gestalt Psychology, Ch. 3. 

 

Secondary Readings 

 

o Köhler, W. (1913) “On Unnoticed Sensations and Errors of Judgment” reprinted 

in The Selected Papers of Wolfgang Köhler, Liveright, 1971, pp. 13-39. 

o Hatfield, G. (2002) "Perception as Unconscious Inference" in Perception and 

the Physical World: Psychological and Philosophical Issues in Perception, ed. 

Heyer and Mausfeld, pp. 115-143. 

o Hamlyn, D. W. (1977) "Unconscious Inference and Judgment in Perception" in 

Images, Perception, and Knowledge, ed. John M. Nicholas, pp. 195-212. 

o Clark, A. (2013) “Whatever Next?  Predictive Brains, Situated Agents, and the 

Future of Cognitive Science” in Behavioral and Brain Sciences 36: 181-253. 

 

 

Week 6: Gestalt and the New Mechanism 
 

The success of Newton’s theory of gravity seemed to defeat Descartes’ project to give 

all scientific explanations in the form of mechanisms.  Yet the idea of mechanisms as 

explanations has recently returned to philosophy of science with a vengeance.  Driven 

by the idea that physics, where explanations take the form of laws, is not paradigmatic 

of all science, the new mechanism movement is motivated by the idea that 

explanations in biology, chemistry, and cognitive science come in the form of 

mechanisms.  While Köhler in 1947 argued the mechanisms were inadequate, and 

dynamical structures needed to be posited to explain psychological phenomena, this 

view looks very much like the new mechanism proposed by Bechtel, which 

emphasizes the importance of simulations for understanding the dynamical properties 

of the brain and mind.  To what extent can the new mechanism subsume the 

distinctive features of gestalt psychology? 

 

Class Readings 

 

o (*) Köhler, Gestalt Psychology, Ch. 4 & 5. 

o (*) Bechtel, W. (2009) "Looking down, around, and up: Mechanistic 

explanation in psychology" in Philosophical Psychology, 22(5): 543-564. 

 

Secondary Readings 

 

New Mechanism: 

 

o Machamer, Darden, and Craver (2000) "Thinking about Mechanisms" in 

Philosophy of Science 67(1): 1-25. 

 

Many relevant papers by Bechtel are available on his website.  Here are some of 

particular interest: 

 

o Bechtel, W. and Wright, C. (2006) “Mechanisms and Psychological 

Explanation” in Handbook of the Philosophy of Science, vol. 12: Philosophy 

of Psychology  
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o Bechtel, W. and Abrahamsen, A. (2010) “Dynamic Mechanistic Explanation: 

Computational Modeling of Circadian Rhythms as an Exemplar for Cognitive 

Science,” in Studies in the History and Philosophy of Science 41: 321-333. 

o Bechtel, W. and Abrahamsen, A. (2010) “Understanding the Brain as an 

Endogenously Active Mechanism” in Proceedings of the 32nd Annual 

Conference of the Cognitive Science Society 

 

Gestalt Psychology: 

 

o Epstein, W. and G. Hatfield (1994) "Gestalt Psychology and the Philosophy of 

Mind" in Philosophical Psychology 7(2): 163-181. 

o Henle, M. (1977) “The Influence of Gestalt Psychology in America” Annals of 

the New York Academy of Science, 291(1): 3–12. 

o Koffka, K. (1938) The Principles of Gestalt Psychology, esp. Chs. 4 & 5. 

o Ch. 16 of Metzger, W. (1953) Laws of Seeing, 2nd ed.: 

http://people.brandeis.edu/~sekuler/metzgerChapter/ 

o Metzger, W. (1936) Laws of Seeing, MIT Press (trans. of 1st ed.). 

  

 

Week 7: Essay writing workshop 

 

This week is different from the others. Rather than read a book chapter or journal 

article, you will read some essays from past students on this course. You job is to 

mark the essays and give feedback on them based on the Philosophy-specific marking 

scheme: 

 

o Your reading for the class are essays of past students from this course (in 
Dropbox folder).  

o Your task for your discussion post is be to mark 2 those essays (assign them 
a numerical mark) and to provide constructive feedback on each essay 
(what they did well, what they could do better, how they could improve 
their grade).  

o State clearly in your discussion post which essay you are marking 
o Look in the handouts folder for week 7 for (a) my guidelines for writing a 

good essay and (b) the Philosophy-specific marking scheme used for 
marking essays. 

o Use the marking scheme to justify your marks and as a basis for providing 
feedback. 

o MSc students – please pick the MSc essay in Dropbox plus any 1 of the UG 
essays to mark. 

o A discussion post should be no longer than ~400 words. 
o If you have any questions, please let me know! 

 

 

 

Week 8: The Role of Meaning? 
 

The gestalt psychologists foreshadowed computationalism and modern modeling-

based approaches to psychology, but their approach turned on taking meaning as a 

basic component of psychological explanation.  Jerry Fodor has argued that the 



 7 

computational theory of mind cannot motivate attributions of meaning at all, i.e. there 

is no place for meaning in psychological explanations.     

 

Class Readings 

 

o (*) Fodor, J. A. (1980) “Methodological Solipsism Considered as a Research 

Strategy in Cognitive Psychology” + response and reply in Behavioral and 

Brain Sciences 3: 63-109. 

 

Secondary Readings 

 

o Harnad, S. (1990) “The Symbol Grounding Problem” in Physica D 42: 335-346. 

o Dretske, F. (1997) Naturalizing the Mind, MIT Press. 

o Searle, J. R. (1980) “Minds, Brains, and Programs” in Behavioral and Brain 

Sciences 3: 417-457. 

 

 

Week 9: Inference and Belief in Simpler Minds 
 

What are the minds of children like, of animals?  Do they have beliefs and concepts?  

Can they perform inferences?  We’ve seen abstract theoretical arguments for and 

against “meaning” as an appropriate part of psychological science.  What about our 

attempts to analyze the behavior of animals and children, however?  Can these be 

explained more easily in scientific terms if we appeal to meanings?  We survey the 

answers to some of these questions by looking at the relationship of anthropological 

and developmental psychology to these more abstract questions.  

 

Class Readings 

 

o (*) Carruthers, P. (2004) “On Being Simple Minded” American Philosophical 

Quarterly 41(3): 205–220. 

o (*) Gopnik, A. (2012) “Scientific Thinking in Young Children: Theoretical 

Advances, Empirical Research, and Policy Implications,” Science 337: 1623–

1627.  

o (*) Seyfarth, R. M. and Cheney, D. L. (1992) “Meaning and Mind in Monkeys,” 

Scientific American Dec. 1992: 122–128. 

 

Secondary Readings 

 

o Baillargeon R. (2004) “Infants' Reasoning about Hidden Objects: Evidence for 

Event- General and Event-Specific Expectations,” Developmental Science, 

7.4. 

o Brannon, E. & (2004) “The evolution and ontogeny of ordinal numerical 

ability,” M. Bekoff et al. (eds.) The Cognitive Animal. MIT Press. 

o Clayton, N., Bussey, T., & Dickinson, A. (2003) “Can Animals Recall the Past 

and Plan for the Future?” Nature Reviews Neuroscience. 

o Davidson, D. (2001) “Rational Animals,” in Subjective, Intersubjective, 

Objective, OUP. ch.7 [available as an E-book] 

o Davidson, D. (2001) “What Thought Requires,” in Problems of Rationality, 

ch. 9. [available as an E-book]. 
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o Gergely, G. & Csibra, G. (2004) “Teleological reasoning in infancy: the naïve 

theory of rational action,” Trends in Cognitive Sciences. 

o Giurfa, M., Zhang, S., Jenett, A., Menzel, R., & Srinivasan, M. (2001) “The 

concepts of 'sameness' and 'difference' in an insect,” Nature. 

o Heyes, C. (1998). “Theory of mind in non-human primates” [and peer 

commentaries], Brain and Behavioural Sciences 21, 101 – 148 

o Hurley, S. & Nudds, M. (2006) “The questions of animal rationality: Theory 

and evidence.” 

o Povinelli, D. & Giambrone, S. (1999). “Inferring other minds: Failure of the 

argument by analogy,” Philosophical Topics, 27, 167 – 201. 

o Seyfarth, R. M. and Cheney, D. L. (2013) “The Primate Mind before Tools, 

Language, and Culture,” in Hatfield and Pittman (eds) Evolution of Mind, 

Brain, and Culture, U Penn Press.   

 

 

Week 10: Evolutionary Psychology 
 

One strategy for naturalizing meaning and for introducing a new source of evidence 

into cognitive psychology is to consider evolutionary constraints on the development 

of the mind.  Cosmides and Tooby have suggested one influential approach to this 

task, positing “massive modularity,” i.e. the view that evolution instilled the mind 

with a large number of specialized sub-processes, or modules.  But their so-called 

“evolutionary psychology” is only one strategy for taking evolutionary evidence into 

account.  More generally, the question for an evolutionary psychology, just as for any 

evolutionary theory, is to analyze processes in terms of the problematic notion of 

“optimality.”  Sterelny surveys and contrasts the explanatory role of optimality 

models with their heuristic role. 

 

Class Readings 

 

o (*) Cosmides, L. and J. Tooby (1997) "Evolutionary Psychology: A Primer" 

http://psychology.psy.sunysb.edu/ewaters/552/PDF_Files/EvolPsych.PDF 

o (*) Sterelny, K. (2013) "Human Behavioral Ecology, Optimality, and Human 

Action" in Evolution of Mind, Brain, and Culture, ed. Hatfield and Pittman, 

University of Pennsylvania Press: 303-324. 

 

Secondary Readings 

 

o Gerrans, P. (2002) “The Theory of Mind Module in Evolutionary Psychology,” 

Biology and Philosophy, 17: 305–321. 

o Machery, E. (forthcoming) “Discovery and Confirmation in Evolutionary 

Psychology” in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Psychology, ed. J. 

Prinz. 

o Lloyd, E. A. (1999) “Evolutionary Psychology: The Burdens of Proof” in 

Biology and Philosophy 14(2): 211-33. 

o Sterelny, K. (2003) Thought in a Hostile World: The Evolution of Human 

Cognition, Wiley-Blackwell.  
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Week 11: The extended mind 
 

We finish the course by looking at ‘externalism’ about the mind: the idea that the 

mind is not contained wholly inside the head. Various forms of externalism have been 

proposed in recent years. One of the most exciting, radical versions of externalism, 

and one that appears to have the greatest implications for psychology, is the extended 

mind hypothesis. In this class, we examine the extended mind hypothesis and we 

assess the best argument for it. 

 

Class Reading 

 

o (*) Clark, A. and Chalmers, D. J. (1998). The extended mind. Analysis, 58:7–

19. 

o (*) Sprevak, M. (2009). Extended cognition and functionalism. The Journal of 

Philosophy, 106:503–527. 

 

Secondary Readings 

 

o Adams, F. and Aizawa, K. (2001). The bounds of cognition. Philosophical 

Psychology, 14:43–64. 

o Adams, F. and Aizawa, K. (2007). The Bounds of Cognition. Blackwell, 

Oxford. [Covers similar ground to their article of the same name, but in 

greater depth] 

o Adams, F. and Aizawa, K. (2010). Defending the bounds of cognition. In 

Menary, R., editor, The Extended Mind. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA. 

o Clark, A. (2005). Intrinsic content, active memory and the extended mind. 

Analysis, 65:1–11. 

o Clark, A. (2010). Memento’s revenge: The extended mind, extended. In 

Menary, R., editor, The Extended Mind, pages 43–66. MIT Press, Cambridge, 

MA. 

o Coleman, S. (2011). There is no argument that the mind extends. The Journal 

of Philosophy, 108:100–108.  

o Shea, N. (2011). Functionalist interrelations between (extended) cognitive 

states. Draft manuscript. 

o Weiskopf, D. A. (2008). Patrolling the mind’s boundaries. Erkenntnis, 

68:265–276. 

o Wheeler, M. (2010). In defense of extended functionalism. In Menary, R., 

editor, The Extended Mind, pages 245–270. MIT Press, Cambridge, MA. 

 

 

 


