
   Meet Your Mind    

   Unless you ’ ve lost your mind, or never had one in the fi rst place, likely you ’ ll 
agree that your mind is a pretty special part of you. Maybe, even, your mind 
is  all  that you are—maybe you ’ re nothing but a mind. Maybe that ’ s too 
extreme, but you do have to admit that your mind is an excellent candidate 
for your single most defi ning feature. It ’ s certainly a much better candidate 
for the seat of your you-ness than your foot, your liver, or your haircut. So 
what is this special thing, this mind of yours? In this chapter we ’ ll examine 
some of the main aspects of the mind that philosophers have been inter-
ested in. We ’ ll also look at some of the main philosophical problems con-
cerning the mind.  

  Aspects of Mind 

 Because you have a mind, there are certain special things you can  do . You 
can think and perceive. You can enjoy and you can suffer. You can learn 
from the past and plan for the future. You can make choices. You can spring 
into action. You can dream. 

 Because you have a mind, there are special things that you  have . You have 
beliefs. You have feelings. You have mental images. You have memories. You 
have the reasons for the way that you act. 

  Thought and  e xperience 

 Stop and attend to your mind right now. What do you notice about your 
own mind? What ’ s in it that isn ’ t in your foot, your liver, or your haircut? 
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2  Meet Your Mind

One striking collection of items populating your mental landscape is your 
experiences, especially your  sensory  experiences. You see colors and shapes. 
You hear noises and melodies. You feel textures and temperatures. Further, 
you have experiences besides those that are straightforwardly sensory. You 
experience a faint twinge of anxiety or are overcome by an intense dread. 
These are your emotional experiences. 

 In addition to your experiences, when you attend to your mind you may 
notice various  thoughts  that you have. You are thinking when you  believe  
that there are leftovers in the fridge,  wonder  whether the weather will be 
nice tomorrow, or  doubt  that you will win a million dollars. Beliefs, judg-
ments, and doubts are kinds of thoughts. 

 Like philosophy in general, philosophy of mind is rife with controversy. 
One sort of controversy concerns the view that our mental states may be 
sorted into the experiences and the thoughts. Are these groups too few? 
Perhaps there is more to the mind than thoughts and experiences. Perhaps 
mental images or emotions are neither thoughts nor experiences. Another 
perspective is that sorting mental states into thoughts and experiences is 
to create  more  groups than there really are. Maybe all mental states are really 
a kind of experience. Or, instead, all are just thoughts. We will return to 
such controversies later. Suffi ce for now to say that the most widely held 
view on this matter is that there are both thoughts and experiences and 
there may be other sorts of mental states as well.  

  Conscious and  u nconscious 

 At least since the time of Freud, if not earlier, people have been familiar 
with the idea that some of our mental states occur unconsciously, while 
others occur consciously. Freudian psychologists sought to explain much 
human behavior in terms of unconscious desires such as the unconscious 
desire to kill one of your parents and have sex with the other one. Perhaps 
another example of the unconscious is the unconscious knowledge that 
guides an expert as they hit a tennis ball or play a musical instrument. 
They aren ’ t consciously thinking of what they ’ re doing, and when they do 
try to consciously attend to, for instance, what comes next in the music 
that they are performing, this act of consciousness makes them make a 
mistake. 

 In contrast to such unconscious mental states there are, of course, the 
conscious ones. Consider your experience of the words that you are reading 
right now. In attending deliberately to the words on the screen or page you 
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Meet Your Mind  3

consciously experience the way they look (or feel, if you are reading this in 
Braille).  

  Qualia 

 One fascinating aspect of our mental states, an aspect mostly associated 
with our conscious sensory states, is something that philosophers call a 
quale (singular, pronounced KWAH-LAY) and qualia (plural, pronounced 
KWAH-LEE-AH). The word “qualia” comes from the Latin for “qualities,” 
and philosophers of mind reserve the term for special qualities of mental 
states. One important phrase that helps philosophers of mind convey the 
idea of qualia is the phrase “what it ’ s like.” Consider the question of what 
it ’ s like to see red as opposed to seeing blue. Imagine the diffi culty in 
explaining to someone who has been blind their whole life what it ’ s like to 
see red. Would it really suffi ce to describe it as like seeing something warm 
or seeing something that makes people hungry? Or instead must such 
descriptions necessarily leave something out? Consider the philosophers ’  
puzzle of the inverted spectrum: Is it possible that what it ’ s like for you to 
see red is the same as what it ’ s like for me to see green and vice versa? These 
are diffi cult philosophical questions. Anyway, the main point for now is 
that insofar as you followed this brief discussion employing the phrase 
“what it ’ s like” in connection with conscious sensory experiences, you have 
a feel for what qualia are. Qualia are the subjective aspects of experiences, 
the aspects of  what it ’ s like  to have experiences.  

  Sensory  p erception 

 It ’ s diffi cult to deny the importance of sensory perception. One old and 
infl uential philosophical position, empiricism, even goes so far as to hold 
sensory perception to be the source of all our ideas and knowledge: Nothing 
gets in the mind without fi rst getting in the senses. 

 Saying what makes sensory perceptions distinctive is an interesting phil-
osophical problem. What serves to distinguish, say, visually perceiving a cat 
from merely thinking about a cat? One sort of answer to this question is 
that in the case of perception there must be a direct sort of causal interac-
tion between the perceiver and the thing perceived whereas there need not 
be such interaction between a thinker and the thing thought about. You 
can think about things that are too small or too far way to have noticeable 
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4  Meet Your Mind

effects on you, but noticeable effects are a requirement on the perception 
of perceptible objects.  

  Emotion 

 Emotions are a very interesting sort of mental state. Consider thinking, 
without having any emotional reaction one way or another, that there is a 
dog in the room. Now compare this to being angry or being happy that 
there is a dog in the room. What differentiates the mere thought from the 
anger or the happiness? In the case of anger we might be tempted to say 
there ’ s something intrinsically negative in it, whereas the mere thought is 
neither positive nor negative. There ’ s something to this suggestion, but it 
seems not enough. The fear that there ’ s a dog in the room is negative too, 
but it doesn ’ t seem to be exactly the same sort of thing as anger. So there 
must be more to these negative emotions than simply adding some negativ-
ity to otherwise neutral thoughts.  

  Imagery 

 Here ’ s an exercise of imagination. Imagine a capital letter “J” and a capital 
letter “D.” Now imagine that the letter “D” is rotated 90 degrees counter-
clockwise and placed on top of the “J.” Now answer this question: What 
common object does the resulting fi gure resemble? If you answered 
“umbrella” you ’ ve thereby demonstrated the power of mental imagery. The 
word “imagery” is closely associated with things of a visual nature, but there 
can also be nonvisual mental imagery. It thus makes sense to talk about 
forming mental images of smells or imagining hearing certain sounds. One 
thing that ’ s interesting about mental imagery is the way it seems to sit 
astride the contrast we drew earlier between thoughts and sensory experi-
ences. Images are more similar to sense experiences in some ways and more 
similar to thoughts in others. 

 Let us note now a similarity that thoughts and images share that distin-
guishes each from sensory perception. We can exert a kind of  direct  control 
on our thoughts and images that we cannot exert on what we perceive. 
Suppose you see a red stop sign. While you can easily imagine or think 
about the stop sign as being some other color, you cannot simply choose 
to perceive the red stop sign as green. If you wanted to see it as green, you ’ d 
have to exert some indirect control on your perception, like painting the 
sign green.  
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Meet Your Mind  5

  Will and  a ction 

 We have, so far, contrasted thoughts and experiences, conscious states and 
unconscious states, perception and imagery. Here ’ s another contrast of 
special importance: It ’ s the contrast between what happens to us and what 
we do. Where perceptions and experiences are things that happen to us, 
 action  and  will  clearly concerns what we  do . One way in which some phi-
losophers have sought to explain the difference between what we do and 
what merely happens to us is by making reference to a special faculty of 
 will , a faculty by means of which events are caused that count as actions 
we ’ ve performed instead mere happenings that occur.  

  Self 

 Consider the following questions that concern personal identity: Who are 
you? What distinguishes you from other people? What sort of thing is a 
person? What distinguishes people from mere objects? 

 Some have sought to answer such questions by referring to a certain kind 
of entity—a  self . What is a self? It ’ s what makes you a somebody instead of 
nobody at all, a person instead of a mere object. And it ’ s what serves to 
distinguish you from everybody else. Some philosophers have denied that 
there is any such thing as a self. The philosopher David Hume, being an 
empiricist, stressed the grounding of what we know in what we can perceive 
with the senses. Some think of the self as the thing that has experiences, a 
thing separate from the experiences themselves. But Hume invites us to pay 
close attention to our experiences and notice that all we are able to attend 
to are the experiences themselves, for instance, an experience of heat, of 
color, or of shape. Try as we might, looking inward, we never catch a 
glimpse of any entity doing the glimpsing—we fi nd only what is glimpsed. 
Perhaps, then, the self is nothing at all.  

  Propositional  a ttitudes 

 One way in which philosophers think about certain mental states, especially 
mental states such as beliefs and desires, is as what philosophers call “prop-
ositional attitudes.” When a person has a propositional attitude, there is a 
 proposition —roughly, a declarative sentence, a sentence that may be either 
true or false—toward which they bear an  attitude , examples of which 
include believing, doubting, wondering, judging, desiring, fearing, and 
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6  Meet Your Mind

intending. Consider the following examples, and note that each attitude is 
in  italics  and the proposition toward which the attitude is directed is in 
 bold . 

   1.    Alice  believes  that  her team will win . 
  2.    Bruno  doubts  that  the rain will stop before dinner time . 
  3.    Carla  judges  that  there is more water in the container on the left . 
  4.    Dwayne  fears  that  his dog ate his 20 dollar bill .   

 Other examples of propositional attitudes are not as obvious as 1–4, but 
nonetheless, we can identify the proposition toward which an attitude is 
directed. Consider these cases:

   5.    Eileen  intends  to go to the movies on Saturday. 
  6.    Franklin  desires  to eat the biggest piece of pizza.   

 In 5 and 6, the attitudes are obvious: intending in the case of 5 and desiring 
in the case of 6. However, what are the propositions in question? We can 
answer that question by considering another: What proposition 
has to be true for Eileen to accomplish what she intends and what proposi-
tion has to be true for Franklin to obtain what he desires? The answer to 
that question is this: The two propositions that must be true are “Eileen 
goes to the movies on Saturday” and “Franklin eats the biggest piece of 
pizza.” We can now take this information and assemble versions of 5 and 
6 that more closely resemble 1–4. While it may sound a little weird to 
describe things in the following way, there ’ s nothing strictly incorrect about 
5* and 6*:

   5*.    Eileen  intends  that  Eileen goes to the movies on Saturday . 
  6*.    Franklin  desires  that  Franklin eats the biggest piece of pizza .     

  Philosophical Problems 

 We ’ ve seen some of the main aspects of mind that have interested philoso-
phers, but to see what  really  interests philosophers we need to look at 
the puzzles and problems that arise when we try to understand aspects 
of the mind. First and foremost among these problems is that old classic, 
the mind–body problem. 
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Meet Your Mind  7

  Mind– b ody  p roblem 

 When we contemplate the various mental states and mental properties it 
may strike us how very different they are from physical states and proper-
ties. But what makes something physical? First off, consider your own body. 
Your body is a physical thing, and it has the sorts of properties—physical 
properties—that are the proper study of physics and other physical sciences 
like chemistry. Your body has mass, it takes up a certain volume of space, 
it moves through space with a certain momentum, and it has various 
chemical constituents (e.g., hydrogen, oxygen, and carbon). The human 
body is not the only thing worth calling a “physical body.” Tables and chairs 
are physical bodies. So are rocks rolling down hills and apples falling out 
of trees (as are the hills and the trees). So, anyway, minds and mental prop-
erties seem to be very different from physical bodies and physical proper-
ties. We are led, then, to wonder what sort of  relations  there can be between 
mental things and properties on the one hand and physical things and 
properties on the other. 

 So, now that we have a bit of a feel for what minds and bodies are, what 
 is  the mind–body problem? It ’ s probably best to think of it as a cluster of 
closely related problems. The main problems in this cluster are:

   1.    The problem of explaining what the real difference is, if any, between 
the mental and the physical. 

  2.    The problem of explaining, if the mental and the physical are very dif-
ferent,  how  they can possibly relate to each other in the ways we com-
monly suppose them to relate. For example, how can minds have effects 
on bodies and vice versa? 

  3.    The problem of explaining, if minds are really just a kind of physical 
thing,  how  that can be. How can it really make sense to treat minds as 
just another physical thing in the universe?   

 To help get a further feel for the mind–body problem, it helps to con-
template the ideas of the one philosopher who has been most central to 
subsequent discussions of the mind–body problem, the philosopher René 
Descartes. Descartes thought that the mind was radically different from 
physical bodies. He held that minds were essentially thinking things that 
didn ’ t take up any space and that physical bodies were essentially unthink-
ing things that did take up space. This is the essence of his  substance 
dualism , which we will discuss at much greater length in chapter  2 . 
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8  Meet Your Mind

 Given how radically different minds and bodies are supposed to be, a 
puzzle arises about how they can ever interact. Call this the  problem of 
interaction . We ’ ll say a lot more about this problem in chapter  9 , but for 
now let ’ s look at a quick sketch. To see how this problem arises for Descartes ’  
substance dualism (aka Cartesian substance dualism), let ’ s take this in a 
series of steps. First, note that minds and bodies do seem to interact. In 
fact, there are two directions of interaction, one for perception and one for 
action. In the case of perception, something happens in the world that has 
a causal effect on our minds. A car explodes causing us to see a ball of fi re 
and hear a loud BOOM! In the case of action, something happens in the 
mind that has a causal effect on the world. Suppose I wanted to blow up a 
car. I have, in my mind, an intention to make things go BOOM! Next, I 
formulate a plan in my mind to gather the required explosives. And eventu-
ally, in the world, there ’ s a mighty explosion. 

 Let ’ s go on now to the second step in seeing what ’ s problematic about 
the problem of interaction for Cartesian substance dualism. Note what 
usually happens when one thing causes another. They must be at the same 
place at the same time. To light the fuse, the fl ame must be brought near 
it. To boil the water, the pot must be put on the stove. To heal the wound, 
the medicine must be put on it. Causation seems to require proximity. Even 
in cases that look like action at a distance, like when a remote is used to 
turn on a television, something crosses the space in between, in this case 
invisible radiation. However, in Cartesian substance dualism, while bodies 
take up space, minds do not. Taking up no amount of space, they therefore 
are nowhere. They simply aren ’ t located in space. How, then, can anything 
happening in space affect or be affected by anything outside of it? And 
here ’ s a related problem: How come things happening in your mind have 
a direct effect on your body but not on mine? 

 To avoid the problem of interaction, as well as other problems that arise 
for Cartesian substance dualism, many philosophers of mind have been 
driven to reject dualism and embrace some version or other of  monism . If 
we describe dualism as the view that there are fundamentally two sorts of 
things in the universe, the mental and the physical, then we can describe 
monism as the view that there is only one sort of thing. Maybe, then, eve-
rything is mental. (That ’ s an option we ’ ll explore further in chapter  4 .) Or, 
to take a more popular option, maybe everything, including your mind, is 
physical. How, though, can the mind be physical? Well, perhaps the right 
way to think of this is to just say that your mind is your brain (see chapter 
 6 ). This would certainly resolve the problems surrounding interaction, for, 
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Meet Your Mind  9

clearly, brains can have effects on and be affected by physical bodies. 
However, this sort of solution runs into other problems. 

 If the mind is a physical thing like a brain, it still seems that, in addition 
to its physical properties, it also has distinctively mental properties. Take, 
for example,  qualia . What it ’ s like to see red or feel pain is something I 
know only from the inside. No amount of investigation of my brain from 
the outside seems suffi cient to reveal the nature of my qualia. It has there-
fore seemed plausible to many philosophers that qualia are a kind of non-
physical mental property. This kind of thinking leads to a different kind of 
dualism than the dualism of Descartes. As we ’ ll explore further in chapter 
 3 , this is a dualism of properties instead of a dualism of substances.  

  Other  p roblems 

 While the mind–body problem is perhaps the central problem in philoso-
phy of mind, there are other problems as well, and we ’ ll take a very quick 
look at them in the remainder of this chapter. In particular, we will be 
looking at the following problems:

   •    the problem of perception 
  •    the problem of other minds 
  •    the problem of artifi cial intelligence 
  •    the problem of consciousness 
  •    the problem of intentionality 
  •    the problem of free will 
  •    the problem of personal identity   

  The  p roblem of  p erception     The problem of perception involves a confl ict 
between two individually plausible ideas about the nature of perception. 
The fi rst is that when we perceive, we are thereby in a direct sort of relation 
to some object in the world. When I open my eyes and see a red book on 
the table before me, I am thereby in a relation with that red book. The red 
book is there, and my perceiving it is a kind of openness to this object in 
the real world. 

 The second idea about perception is an idea that comes from philosophi-
cal refl ection on misperceptions and hallucinations. Perhaps you seem to 
see a pink elephant in the room with you, but as a matter of fact you are 
really dreaming or hallucinating. Since there is no pink elephant in the 
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10  Meet Your Mind

room with you, whatever you are perceptually aware of, it cannot be a pink 
elephant. Many philosophers have hypothesized that this  something  that 
you are thereby aware of while dreaming or hallucinating is a  mental  some-
thing. Let ’ s call it a perceptual  idea . In hallucinating a pink elephant, you 
aren ’ t aware of any real pink elephant, you are aware of an  idea  of a pink 
elephant. 

 Viewed from the “inside,” both an accurate perception of a real object 
and a false perception of a hallucinated object can seem just the same. Since 
they can seem the same, there has to be something in common between 
the two situations. One sort of view that some philosophers have found 
attractive is to say that what ’ s common to both the accurate perceptual case 
and the false hallucinatory case is that what one is really directly aware of 
is an idea in one ’ s mind. Thus, even when I accurately perceive a red book 
on the table, I ’ m only  indirectly  aware of the red book. What I ’ m directly 
aware of is the idea of the red book. So, both the accurate perception of a 
red book and the hallucination of a red book are something very similar, 
for both involve a direct awareness of an idea in my own mind. However, 
many philosophers have found this to be an unhappy result. If all we are 
ever directly aware of are the insides of our own minds, the so-called exter-
nal world starts to sound like some extra stuff that might as well not be 
there anyway. The proposed irrelevance of the real world strikes many as a 
deeply disturbing idea. These sorts of ideas, and the philosophical responses 
to them, are going to be explored more thoroughly when we get to chapters 
 4  and  11 .  

  The  p roblem of  o ther  m inds     Suppose you see someone acting as though 
they were in pain and it occurs to you that they are  only  acting. A very good 
actor can act convincingly as if they are in pain without actually being in 
pain. A good actor can do this for other mental states besides pain—they 
can act hungry, angry, confused, deranged, or enraged without actually 
being in those mental states. The very possibility of playacting helps to 
highlight the  contingent  relationships between our inner mental lives and 
our outward behaviors. (Sad behavior is related to sadness only  contingently  
if it ’ s possible to have sadness without the behavior or vice versa.) However, 
given the assumption that the relation between mind and behavior is con-
tingent, the possibility arises that those other human bodies that you see 
everyday actually are moving and speaking without any inner mental lives 
at all. Now, if  that  is a genuine possibility—a possibility that you can ’ t rule 
out simply by observing behaviors—then the following question arises: If 
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Meet Your Mind  11

you do know that others have minds,  how  do you know it? The problem 
of answering this question is the problem of other minds. 

 One sort of solution to the problem of other minds is to adopt a kind 
of behaviorism. On this sort of view, what a mental state  is  is something 
closely tied to particular kinds of behaviors. And so, regardless of whether 
a mental state belongs to you or someone else, what ultimately grounds 
your knowledge of the mental state is knowledge about certain kinds of 
behavior. We will take up further discussion of both behaviorism and the 
problem of other minds in chapter  5 .  

  The  p roblem of  a rtifi cial  i ntelligence     The way we ’ ve talked about the 
problem of other minds so far has been in connection with other  people  
and to ask whether they have minds (and if they do, how we know that). 
Another sort of question we can ask is whether things that are very different 
from people can nonetheless have minds. What about, for example, com-
puters and robots? In science fi ction stories we are often presented with 
futuristic machines capable of thinking and behaving intelligently. Could 
there ever be, in real life, artifi cial forms of genuine intelligence? Can a 
machine think? Some philosophers answer “yes.” They say that humans 
themselves are a kind of machine, and that our own brains are a kind of 
computer. This is a version of a view known as  functionalism , to be explored 
further in chapters  7  and  8 . 

 Now, if this latter kind of idea is correct, that humans themselves are 
kinds of thinking machines, the question arises of how such machines—
human machines—work in order to give rise to thoughts. If we are thinking 
machines, then what are the general mechanical requirements on being a 
thinking thing? What sorts of things would you have to build into a machine 
if you were going to give it the power to think? 

 One sort of proposal that has received a lot of attention from philoso-
phers is that thinking is essentially  linguistic  and that the general mechani-
cal requirements on thinking can only be satisfi ed by a machine that 
implements a  language of thought . This hypothetical language of thought 
is a system of symbols that are combined in various rule-governed ways to 
form the various thoughts—beliefs, desires, etc.—that we have. As will be 
discussed further in chapter  7 , the language of thought hypothesis is highly 
controversial, and many of its opponents propose that mechanical minds 
will need to be much more explicitly brain-like, and be constructed as 
highly connected networks—artifi cial neural networks composed of paral-
lel distributed processors.  
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12  Meet Your Mind

  The  p roblem of  c onsciousness     Regardless of whether  thinking  is best 
explained mechanistically by reference to an inner symbol system, there are 
separate questions about how to explain other aspects of the mind, aspects 
beyond simply thinking. What about conscious sensations like a feeling of 
pain or a visual sensation of a bright shade of red? How can a mechanical 
or physical system have those aspects of mentality most distinctive of  con-
sciousness ? Some philosophers have held that those aspects of conscious-
ness, like the quale that goes along with seeing a bright shade of red, will 
never be explained by any kind of physical process. Some philosophers hold 
that there ’ s an  explanatory gap —no matter how much you may know about 
the physical processes in some creature ’ s brain, you ’ ll never be able to 
explain why there ’ s a red sensation versus either a green sensation or no 
sensation at all. Other philosophers are far more optimistic about explain-
ing consciousness, and we will examine, in chapter  14 , proposed philo-
sophical explanations of consciousness.  

  The  p roblem of  i ntentionality     Let ’ s leave aside conscious sensations for 
just a moment and go back to questions about thinking. Earlier we were 
wondering about the requirements of being able to think. We mentioned 
the problem of whether thinking requires the existence of a language of 
thought. But there ’ s another sort of problem connected to thinking, and 
it ’ s a problem that we might state in this way: What sort of  relation  is it 
that takes place between a thinker and the things the thinker thinks about? 
This problem is the problem of  intentionality . 

 Another way of stating the problem is in terms of “aboutness.” When we 
think, we think  about  things. I ’ m thinking about the planet Jupiter right 
now. Jupiter is one thing; my thought about it is another. But what is this 
“aboutness”? Is it a relation between Jupiter and me? If aboutness is a rela-
tion, then it looks like it ’ s a very weird sort of relation. One thing that ’ s 
really weird about “aboutness” is that I can think about things that don ’ t 
even exist. I can think about unicorns—magical horses with horns—even 
though there really is no such thing. The problem of intentionality, the 
problem of explaining “aboutness,” will be taken up in chapter  13 .  

  The  p roblem of  f ree  w ill     It seems to be a pretty important part of our 
conception of ourselves that we take ourselves and others to do certain 
things  freely . On the face of it, it looks like a pretty important part of decid-
ing whether someone is  morally responsible  for something is to decide 
whether or not they did it of their own free will. However, perhaps the very 
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Meet Your Mind  13

idea of free will is mistaken. Perhaps everything that happens has to happen 
that way (it ’ s all fated or predetermined) and thus there ’ s really no such 
thing as a person acting of their own free will. Everything that a person 
does is actually something that they were made to do by a complicated 
network of causes involving both biological and societal factors. Or maybe 
not. The problem of free will, taken up in chapter  12 , is the problem of 
whether there is any, and if so, what its nature is.  

  The  p roblem of  p ersonal  i dentity     So-called identical twins aren ’ t truly 
identical. The Olsen twins, Mary-Kate Olsen and Ashley Olsen, aren ’ t 
truly identical, since they aren ’ t one and the same person. They are merely 
similar. True identity has to do with the conditions under which something 
counts as one and the same. 

 Here ’ s a general problem about identity: How much can a single thing 
change without becoming a second thing? Suppose I take a precious 
wooden chair and burn it until it ’ s a pile of ash. Many people would regard 
that as a second thing: I no longer have a chair, I have a pile of ash. Another 
series of changes I can introduce to the chair is to gradually replace parts 
of it. One day I replace one of the legs, another day I replace the seat, and 
so on, until each part has been replaced and the resulting chair has none 
of the original wood in it. Is the chair I have after making all these replace-
ments one and the same as the chair I started with? Or have I instead 
gradually destroyed one chair while creating a second one? 

 These sorts of puzzles about identity can be applied to entities besides 
chairs. From birth to adulthood, a person undergoes many changes. During 
their life, cells in their body die and are eliminated as waste, while new cells 
grow to replace them. This replenishment of materials is one of the main 
functions of the nutrition we take in through food and drink. Like the chair 
described earlier, a person has their parts (at molecular and cellular levels) 
replaced. An adult is no longer a baby. But is the adult one and the same 
person as the baby? Did you used to be a baby, or are you instead some 
other person who has replaced the baby? 

 One of the greatest changes that occurs to a person ’ s body is that their 
body will die. Many religious traditions hold that there is life after death—
that a person can continue their existence despite the death of their body. 
Perhaps their life after death is a purely spiritual existence in a nonphysical 
heaven or hell, or perhaps they are reincarnated and live in a new body. 
Either way, different positions concerning the mind–body problem and 
personal identity have different things to say about whether and how life 
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14  Meet Your Mind

after death might be possible. A functionalist who rejects substance dualism 
can nonetheless embrace the possibility of life after death. On one such 
version of the view, the relation of mind and body is analogous to the rela-
tion, in computers, between software and hardware. Surviving death is 
fundamentally the running of an old piece of software on a new piece of 
hardware. We will further explore the questions of personal identity and 
life after death in chapter  15 .    

  Conclusion 

 The mind is most certainly one of the strangest and most wonderful parts 
of existence, and surely plays a central role in what it means to exist as a 
person. However, so much about the mind is ill understood, and there are 
many controversies amongst philosophers about how best to tackle the 
various topics related to the mind, topics such as feeling, thinking, and 
acting. Some of these controversies concern the most vexing problems in 
all of philosophy. Such problems include the problem of free will, the 
problem of artifi cial intelligence, and the question of what, if anything, 
happens to us after we die.  
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