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Course description 

 

"But what then am I? A thing that thinks. What is that? A thing that doubts, understands, affirms, 

denies, is willing, is unwilling, and also imagines and has sensory perceptions". Descartes' 

characterisation of his own nature, as a 'thing that thinks', established the terms of reference for 

philosophical reflection on the nature of the mind, and thereby defined a set of puzzles with 

which philosophers have been wrestling ever since. The most general puzzle is to explain how 

'things that think', capable of exercising the powers listed by Descartes, are related to those 

things in the universe that (presumably) don't think. Descartes' own solution to this puzzle was 

that those whom we identify as 'thinkers' possess 'minds' that are fundamentally different in kind 

from, and only contingently related to, their physical bodies. This view, known as 'Cartesian 

dualism', is perhaps the most famous solution to what is termed the 'mind-body problem'. 

Dualism claims to provide us with the only viable account of our mental powers. The dualist 

argues that no merely material or physical object, such as the human brain or central nervous 

system, could be conscious, or have experiences with a particular qualitative 'feel', or exercise 

free will, or act rationally, or converse intelligently in a natural language. The challenge 

confronting those philosophers who have opposed dualism is to explain how a purely materialist 

or physicalist conception of things can accommodate such mental phenomena. 

 

In this course, we shall examine both dualism and various non-dualist alternatives, such as 

'logical behaviourism', the 'mind-brain identity theory', 'functionalism', and 'eliminative 

materialism'. In considering the arguments that have been offered for and against these views, we 

shall look more closely at the nature of the 'mental phenomena' for which an adequate 

philosophical theory of the mind must account. In the latter part of the course, we shall consider 

one important thing which is at stake in the debates between competing theories of the nature of 

mind, namely, the status of our ordinary practices of 'intentional explanation', that is, of 

explaining the behaviour of agents by attributing to them such mental states as beliefs, desires, 

purposes, emotions, and perceptions. 

 

Mode of delivery of course material 

 

Like almost all other courses being taught at McGill in Fall 2020, this class will be taught 

remotely rather than through lectures given in a class room. Remote teaching obviously poses a 

number of challenges: 

(1) While most students will be in geographical locations that allow them to participate in the 

lectures electronically, some students may be unable to do so, but these students must obviously 

be accommodated in some way.  



(2) A more obvious challenge is that, in classes in philosophy, we seek to engage students in 

discussion of the issues, and therefore encourage some measure of participation during the 

lectures. In the case of smaller classes, it is not difficult to involve discussion in a class given 

remotely, but it is obviously more difficult to manage this in a mid-size class like PHIL 306, 

which has approximately 100 students.  

(3) Given these challenges, a prominent issue in discussions about remote teaching at McGill is 

the relative virtues and vices of synchronous and asynchronous lecturing. Asynchronous lectures 

are prerecorded and uploaded to myCourses. They are usually substantially shorter (around 20 to 

25 minutes) than a standard ‘live’ lecture, and are complemented by opportunities for students to 

discuss the lectures with the professor after they have had a chance to watch the pre-recorded 

lecture. Synchronous lectures are delivered live via Zoom in the assigned time for the course, 

and can incorporate student participation within the lecture, rather than afterwards. To 

accommodate students unable to ‘attend’ the Zoom class, synchronous lectures are recorded and 

posted on myCourses. 

(4) All classes delivered remotely - whether asynchronously or synchronously - are vulnerable to 

certain kinds of technical problems. Most obviously, there may be temporary or more extended 

loss of internet connectivity for either students or the instructor. A more publicized problem is 

‘zoom-bombing’, but this can be minimized by the use of appropriate settings on Zoom by the 

person scheduling the class.  

 

The methods used in this course are intended to provide the best learning experience to students 

given these unusual circumstances. My intention is to combine some asynchronous elements 

with a predominantly synchronous mode of teaching. Obviously, these methods are open to 

modification if we run into unforeseen difficulties. 

1/ I shall be using fairly detailed power-point slides throughout the course. The slides for a given 

lecture will be uploaded to myCourses before the class. This ‘asynchronous’ element allows 

students to look over the power-point before the lecture, and also have a copy of it available on 

an electronic device of their own throughout the class - either by utilizing two screens (for 

example, a lap-top and a mobile phone) or by using a single screen large enough to present both 

the power-point and the ‘interactive’ parts of the lecture (see below). 

2/ At the beginning of the class, I shall briefly address all those students who are logged in for 

the lecture on any relevant procedural or administrative matters, and remind everyone as to the 

ground rules for participating (e.g. the need to keep one’s microphone muted unless one wishes 

to ask a question, to avoid ‘bleeding’ of ambient sound into the lecture). This will take place on 

the main Zoom screen, with myself and all those participating ‘visible’ in some manner. Term 

this the ‘plenary’mode of presentation. I shall then switch to the ‘share screen’ mode in Zoom 

and display successive slides of the power-point presentation while lecturing on the displayed 

material - I will be visible in a small box at the top right of the screen, the rest of which will be 

taken up with the power-point. At appropriate intervals (every ten to fifteen minutes), I shall 

close the ‘share screen’ function and return to the ‘plenary’mode. I’ll then field any questions on 

the material just presented - students can unmute themselves to ask their questions. During this 

time, there will be opportunities for different students to contribute to the discussion, and I shall 

moderate any discussion. I shall then reactivate the ‘share screen’ function and pick up the 

lecture at the point where I left off. 

3/ As noted above, I shall accommodate students who are unable to participate in the remote 

lectures by posting recordings of those lectures on the myCourses site. Since it is practically very 



disruptive to turn the recording on and off during the lecture to exclude the sections in the 

‘plenary’ mode, the recording will include both the lecture given in ‘share screen’ mode and the 

discussion of student questions in ‘plenary’ mode. If any students do not wish to be recorded, 

they should not contribute to the discussion during the lecture. To accommodate such students, I 

shall set aside a short period at the end of each lecture for unrecorded questions - the ‘recording’ 

function will be disabled before this period of discussion begins. 

4/ To make sure that all students who wish have the opportunity to discuss issues arising out of 

the lectures with me individually, I shall be scheduling three hours of remote ‘office hours’ each 

week exclusive to this course, scheduled at different times to accommodate students in different 

time zones. Depending on the level of student participation, I may divide these ‘office hours’ 

into ten-minute slots and provide a sign-up sheet on myCourses where students can sign up for a 

slot. I’ll be using the ‘waiting-room’ function in Zoom to hold these office hours. 

5/ Separate remote ‘office hours’ will be scheduled approximately a week prior to the due date 

for each assignment. These ‘office hours’ will be given by the TA’s for the course, who will be 

grading the assignments. 

 

Required Texts 

 

The text for this course is The Nature of Mind, ed. David Rosenthal, available through 

Paragraph bookstore (2220 ave McGill College). Supplementary material will be available on 

MyCourses. Students can obtain copies of the text from Paragraph in any of the following ways: 

1) by purchasing the book in the store;  

2) by calling 514-845-5811 to arrange for curbside pick-up or delivery;  

3) by e-mailing paragraphbooks@paragraphbooks.com, or finally  

4) (starting in August) by shopping online at the new website: http://www.paragraphbooks.com . 

Course books will be sorted on the website by their course code - here PHIL 306. 

 

The course text is available from Oxford University Press only on a ‘print-on-demand’ basis, 

which will extend by up to three weeks the time it takes to get your copy if it is not one of the 

ones pre-ordered by Paragraph. You are therefore strongly encouraged to put in your orders as 

soon as possible. This is of particular importance because almost all of the texts for the lectures 

are in the Rosenthal collection. 

 

Course Requirements 

 

This course has historically been graded based on student performance in two written 

assignments (a short paper due at mid-term and a term paper due at the end of classes) and in a 

final exam based entirely on the material covered in the lectures. I see no way of holding such an 

exam this year, given that it would have to be completed ‘remotely’ over a period of a couple of 

days, and that recordings of all the lectures and copies of all the power-points will be available 

on myCourses. Therefore in 2020, the requirements will be as follows: 

i/ A short paper on an assigned topic (approx. 5 pages typed double-spaced), due October 1st, 

worth 25% of total grade. 

i/ A second short paper on an assigned topic (approx. 5 pages typed double-spaced), due 

November 1st, worth 25% of total grade. 

ii/ A term paper on one of a number of assigned topics (approx. 10 pages typed double spaced), 

http://www.paragraphbooks.com/


due on the final day of lectures, worth 50% of total grade. 

 

 

According to Senate regulations, instructors are not permitted to make special arrangements for 

final exams. Please consult the calendar, section 4.7.2.1, General University Information and 

Regulations at www.mcgill.ca . 

In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or 

evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. 

In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 

right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded.  

McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore, all students must understand the 

meaning and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code 

of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see www.mcgill.ca/integrity/ for more 

information). 
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