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 Introduction of the author 

Severin Schroeder teaches philosophy at the universities of Oxford and 
Reading.  His main research interests are the philosophy of Wittgenstein, 
the philosophy of mind, and aesthetics.  He is the author of Das Pri-
vatsprachen-Argument: Wittgenstein über Empfindung und Ausdruck 
(Schöningh 1998), Wittgenstein: The Way Out of the Fly-Bottle (Polity 
2006), and Wittgenstein lesen: Ein Kommentar zu ausgewählten Pas-
sagen der “Philosophischen Untersuchungen” (Frommann-Holzboog, 
forthcoming).  He is the editor of Wittgenstein and Contemporary Philoso-
phy of Mind (Palgrave 2001), and is currently editing a collection of articles 
on the philosophy of literature (Blackwell).  
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 Teaching goals 

After having completed this course, the student 

- should have an overview over a British tradition in analytical phi-
losphy; 

- gain an insight into some major problems in the philosophy of mind 
and some solutions proposed for these problems in the context of 
that tradition; 

- be  made familiar with Ludwig Wittgenstein’s philosophy as an ana-
lytical tool in the philosophy of mind. 
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0 Preface 

In 1984 ANTHONY KENNY warned that ‘some of the philosophical gains we 
owe to Wittgenstein seem in danger of being lost’. 

This is not because his work has been superseded or put in the shade by the light of 
some succeeding philosophical genius.  Rather, his contribution has been neglected 
because more and more philosophers, especially in the United States, have at-
tempted to model their studies on the pattern of a rigorously scientific discipline, 
mimicking the type of precision characteristic of mathematics, and holding up [...] an 
abstract system for artificial intelligence as the goal of philosophy of mind. [Kenny 
1984, vii-viii] 

KENNY’s admonition reads as apt and urgent today as it did 20 years ago.  
Ignorance or confusion about the peculiarity of philosophy vis-à-vis the 
empirical sciences and a striving for pseudo-scientific theory construction 
are still the order of the day, uncritically accepted by most contemporary 
introductions to the philosophy of mind.  This course has been designed to 
offer to students a different approach to the subject, very much against the 
grain of current academic fashions.  WITTGENSTEIN’s profound insights, 
which have lost nothing of their relevance to philosophical debates over 
the last sixty years, are taken as a starting point. 

 In order to avoid confusion in this area it is extremely important to 
have a clear grasp of the nature of a philosophical problem, as opposed to 
a scientific problem.  This, therefore, is the topic of Chapter 1, which as a 
foundation to the rest of the course presents WITTGENSTEIN’s philosophical 
methodology, and, by demonstrating its application in a number of simple 
cases, affords the student some practical training in philosophical problem 
solving. 

 Chapter 2 contains a brief sketch of Cartesian Dualism, as a neces-
sary background to WITTGENSTEIN’s own philosophy of mind, which is the 
topic of Chapter 3. 

 Chapter 4 then, by far the longest part of the course, examines major 
issues and positions in today’s philosophy of mind. 

  



 
1 What is Philosophy? 

 

 

16 

1 What is Philosophy? 

1.1 HUME and KANT 

Until not so long ago the word ‘philosophy’ meant simply: systematic re-
search.  There was no distinction between philosophy and natural science.  
NEWTON’s main work, for instance, was published under the title: Philoso-
phiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica (1687), that is, ‘Mathematical Prin-
ciples of Natural Philosophy’, although according to our use of the word it 
is clearly not a philosophical book, but a classical example of a scientific 
treatise.  Today, however, we have a rigorous division of labour:  Philoso-
phy has been separated from all other academic disciplines, from mathe-
matics, the sciences, history and psychology.  So the question arises what 
philosophy is and what subject matter it can have that does not already 
belong to another discipline.  In a polemical way this question was raised 
by DAVID HUME (1711-76), at the end of his Enquiry concerning Human 
Understanding (1748): 

If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for instance; let 
us ask, Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. 
Does it contain any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence?  
No.  Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.  
[Hume 1748, 165] 

For HUME, serious research or scholarship is either mathematics or em-
pirical science; as philosophy is neither, it can only be worthless specula-
tion and deceitful rhetoric.  This view is not unpersuasive.  How, indeed, 
should it be possible to acquire any knowledge — to learn anything about 
the world — without investigating the world?  For that is surely the most 
remarkable feature of philosophy: that it is not a form of empirical re-
search.  Philosophers do not carry out any field studies or experiments; 
they use neither archives nor laboratories.  Their empirical knowledge is 
roughly the same as everybody else’s: the trivialities of everyday life and a 
smattering of popular science.  What then can be the contents of a phi-
losophical theory?  Will it not inevitably be mere speculation?  How, for 
example, can the philosophy of mind be a respectable discipline?  Is it not 
obvious that in order to learn something new and reliable about the human 
mind one needs to turn to the latest research in neuroscience and psy-
chology?  Is it not ludicrous hubris for philosophers, without any proper 
scientific training, to compete with these sciences by some armchair theo-
rising about the workings of the mind?  And similarly with any other phe-
nomena that philosophers may feel called upon to contemplate that fall 
into the ambit of some scientific discipline.  Given than philosophers, 
unlike scientists, do not appear to have their feet on the ground of empiri-
cal research, and that, unlike mathematicians, they do not seem to have 
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any reliable methods of proof and calculation — it is indeed not unreason-
able to expect their heads to be in the clouds of ‘sophistry and illusion’.   

 And this suspicion is further supported by the melancholy state of in-
conclusive discord in which philosophy has been for these two thousand 
years.  Philosophers invariably quarrel and disagree among each other.  
For each philosophical position put forward you can find an eloquent fac-
tion holding exactly the opposite view.  And such notorious disagreement 
seems absolutely incurable, as philosophers are equally in disagreement 
— if not simply unclear — about the way to dissolve their differences.  
Hence, while the sciences are characterised by constant progress — im-
pressively demonstrated by the consequent technological progress, espe-
cially over the last two hundred years — philosophers over the centuries 
seem to go round in circles, rather than make any progress.  This embar-
rassing contrast is neatly manifest in our attitudes towards the achieve-
ments of ARISTOTLE (384-322 BC), who was both a natural scientist and a 
philosopher.  His scientific writings are only of historical interest today; no 
student of physics or astronomy would be expected to read them.  His phi-
losophy, by contrast, is still carefully studied, not only by historians of the 
subject, and his philosophical positions are still generally considered as 
live options in the relevant debates and have many staunch defenders (cf. 
CV 22). 

 HUME was happy to commit all non-empirical philosophy to the flames 
because he regarded his own work as empirical psychology.  The first phi-
losopher to become alive to the problem of finding a legitimate rôle for phi-
losophy (or metaphysics) as a subject that is neither empirical nor mathe-
matical — taking up HUME’s challenge — was IMMANUEL KANT (1724-
1804).  Philosophical judgements must be a priori, that is, verifiable with-
out any recourse to experience.  At the same time philosophical judge-
ments must be synthetic, that is, increasing one’s knowledge (erk-
enntniserweiternd), as opposed to analytic judgements, which merely spell 
out what is already implicit in the meanings of the words (e.g., ‘Bachelors 
are unmarried’).  Hence KANT’s fundamental question was:  ‘How are syn-
thetic judgements a priori possible?’.1  His answer was mainly negative:  
the great metaphysical aspirations, a priori theories about God or the im-
mortality of the soul had to be abandoned.  Philosophy as systematic 
knowledge of answers to the Big Questions was impossible.  Instead KANT 
propounded the doctrine of transcendental idealism: It is possible to know 
a priori certain general features of the world (e.g., that it must appear in 
space and time, and be subject to the law of causality), because those 
features are the product of our own minds.  Thus, KANT insisted against 
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HUME, some a priori knowledge of the world — philosophical knowledge — 
is indeed possible.  However, it is highly doubtful whether KANT has suc-
ceeded in presenting any genuine examples of synthetic a priori judge-
ments: some of his examples can be shown to be analytic, and some may 
not even be true.  Today transcendental idealism has few followers. 

 

1.2 Philosophy as the quest for definitions 

If no synthetic a priori judgements can be found, philosophy as a non-
empirical discipline must be analytic.  And it is indeed widely thought that 
philosophy should provide definitions, analysing important concepts into 
their constituent elements.  Thus Socrates in PLATO’s dialogues tries to 
find definitions of the concepts of courage, piety, justice, virtue, or knowl-
edge.  When his interlocutors suggest explanations of such a word in 
terms of examples Socrates dismisses them as unsatisfactory, on the 
grounds that unless you can define X you don’t really know what X is.2 

 More recently A.J. AYER has put forward the programmatic claim that 
the object of philosophy is to provide definitions.3  And indeed, definitions 
appear to be one of the main concerns in many branches of analytic phi-
losophy today.  The central question in epistemology is ‘What is knowl-
edge?’, and the answer one would like to give is a definition.  Again, phi-
losophers from HUME to the present day have been trying hard to find a 
tenable definition of the concept of a cause.  And at the core of contempo-
rary philosophical aesthetics lies the quest for an acceptable definition of 
art.   

 However, such a conception of philosophy is open to two serious ob-
jections.  First, it is doubtful whether many interesting concepts are sus-
ceptible of a precise definition.  And, secondly, even if they are, it is far 
from clear why we should be much interested in their definition.  I shall 
explain each objection in turn: 

 First Objection:  In a radical critique of his own earlier philosophical 
views LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN (1889-1951) challenged the prejudice that 
whenever things fall under the same concept X, they must do so in virtue 
of some common feature Y that serves to define X.  He illustrated this with 
the example of the word ‘game’: 
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2 E.g., Plato, Laches 192b; Theaitetos 146d-e. 
3 Ayer 1936, 80-95. 
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