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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations for the major works of William Mitchell are used throughout the

thesis:

MO:
LEE:
WP?:
LM:
SGM:
LLFU:
GL 1st Series:

GL2nd Series:

NF:
PMW:

QL:
IIL:

Moral Obligation (1 886)
The Logic of the Ethic of Evolution (1890)
What is Poetry? (1898)

Lectures on Materialism (1903)
Structure and Growth of the Mind (1907)
Lectures on the Two Functions of the University and their Cost (1917)
Syllabusfor the Gifford Lectures: The Place of the Mind (1925)
Syllabusfor the Gffird Lectures: The Power of the Mind (1926)
Nature and Feeling (1929)
The Place of Minds in the World (1933)

The Quality of Life (1935)

Universities and Life (1937)
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to recall so much about the man and his ideas-helping me to bring the man to life with

various anecdotes and stories involving Mitchell. Jack wrote me long and interesting letters-

some while on holiday in the UK-which displayed his fond affection for Mitchell. The

relationship between the two men was obviously more like foster father and son than

philosophers of different intellectual persuasions. (Szart.' "When he died, they gave me his

tobacco case and pipe. I don't smoke!") His recollections about his discussions and arguments

with Mitchell around the fireplace were also a delight. ('Why do you always say "Nonsense!"

when you are arguing about philosophy with Jack?'. Mitchell: "Nonsense!"... I never say

"Nonsense!"'). Another anecdote worth telling was when Mitchell was asked by a journalist

how he came to live to 101. His reply was: "Be sure of 100 first.". When Smart and others

presented Mitchell-a cricket lover-with an autographed cricket bat on the occasion of his

100th birthday, it was to help him "see in his next century". Alas, Smart recalls: "He only

made a single".

For other recollections about the man I am indebted to Mina Muecke who recalled much

about him while working as his typist. On one occasion she returned a type written speech to

Mitchell, who-fixing her with a serious gaze-exclaimed firmly: 'And don't tell me I can't

start a sentence with "And": I am the Chancellor!'

Jim Franklin is also to be especially thanked for sending me drafts from his forthcoming

book on Australian philosophy (which enabled me to complete Chapters I and 2).I have made

reference to Jim's excellent book in several places in these pages. Ken Sievers also made

available his doctoral thesis on F. H. Bradley which was most useful in helping me make sense

of the idealist tradition from which Mitchell came, but to which he certainly does not belong.

My penultimate acknowledgment is to Mr Harry J. Allen. Harry was one of Mitchell's

former students. He provided me with a generous bequest when the manuscript was

completed. It was Harry's idea to sponsor a philosopher to write something about Mitchell. I

am, of course, overwhelmed by his generosity in these lean times, but I am also grateful for his

enthusiasm for "Australia's forgotten philosopþs¡"-¡ef least of being that his consuming
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The reason why, while science makes a shaight course,

Philosophy makes a zigzag and doubling advance is that the one

is aware from the first of the precise facts with which it has to

deal, while the other labours under the disadvantage of having

itself to determine what they are. Philosophy must somehow

state its own problem, and it cannot do this without first

answering it.

'Moral Obligation' , Mind, 11 No. a1 (1886) p. 35









called "doctrine of association"). 4 With these two assumptions, taken together with the

scepticism inherent in Hume's empiricism, it was easy to see why subjective idealism gained a

foothold in the nineteenth-century mind. In the philosophy of perception this thesis manifested

itself as the slogan esse est percipi ("to exist is to be perceived"); in the philosophy of mind,

our perceptual states began to be thought of as conditions for mental sensations about external

objects, not-as is the case with representative realism-merely the cause of them.

Of course, the phenomenalism of Berkeley could go only so far without meeting the severest

criticism; and this came first from some Scottish philosophers troubled by the implications of

idealism for our common-sense beliefs.

Beginning with Thomas Reid (1710-96) and including Dugald Stewart (1753-1828) and

James Beattie (1735-1803) and later involving the work of William Hamilton (1788-1856), the

so-called "common sense" philosophers had the following principal concerns and beliefs in

common: First, there was the view that the 'ideal hypothesis'5 must be rejected. This was the

dochine that the mind and its actions were always mediated by the role of "ideas in the mind";

more generally: 'the immediate object of every sort of "external" cognition is a representative

substitute for what we would ordinarily say that \Me saw or touched, that we remembered, or in

any way thought of.' 6 The common sense theorists attacked this claim with considerable

venom--{enying the long-standing idealist tradition of the existence of "ideas" in the mind. (I

shall outline some of the points made to this conclusion below.)

Secondly, they argued for a theory of perception according to which sensations were

considered to be "original perceptions" closely analogous to the system of natural signs in a

language. The only difference being that sensations are understood "intuitively" (for example,

we don't need to infer the feeling of hardness or roundness of an object); whereas the signs in

a language need to be understood by convention-but both are equally natural, immediate and,

3 ¡oho Passmore, A Hundred Years of Philosophy, (1984), especially Chapter 2.
4lbid., pp. 30-31.
5 Called so by Selwyn Grave, The Scottish Philosophy of Common Sense, (1960), p. I I
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Hume's sceptical challenge in epistemology; a challenge which arose from Locke's distinction

between primary and secondary qualities. On Hume's account, the "veil of ideas" always

mediated between us and the external world; the latter we could know only by forming

"habitual associations" in the mind which is, in turn, projected out on the world; a world

consisting of"entirely loose and separate" events unconnected and disparate until associations

and regularities are imposed upon it by us through a process of concatenating our ideas

(concepts) from the raw materials of sensation and/or reflection.

Such a conclusion struck the common sense philosophers, especially Reid, as a monstrous

suggestion: on this account, if concepts are a composite of one's ideas of sensation and

reflection, then 'what is beyond sense or introspective experience is conceptually blank' 14

Reid thought that it was simply a philosopher's mistake to wedge a "fourth thing" (a sense

datum or "idea") between the mind that perceives, the operation of that mind (perception) and

the object being perceived.l5

Reid had three main criticisms of the argument. For one thing, the concept of "ideas" does

no useful work: either it precisely resembles the object which is being thought about or

perceived, or it doesn't. If it does resemble it then the object itself must be somehow

impressed on the mind like a wax seal is an impress: but this doesn't seem right at all;

otherwise, why call it an "idea"? An "idea" of a thing is not the thing itself. But neither does

the idea resemble the sensation received when perceiving a thing. For sensations, to Reid, are

feelings-touch, sounds, colour hues and so on-quale as philosophers call them today-not

'(ids¿5"-'6ur direct experience is not constructed out of sensations and the images of

sensations, which are their fainter copies'.16 Thus "ideas" play no useful role. This was Reid's

so-called experimentum crucis. For common sense philosophers such as Reid the "idea

hypothesis" was something of a philosophical redundancy.

13 Loc. cit.
14Ibid., p. 16.

15 See Grav€, op. cit., p. 20.
l6Ibid., p. 15.
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The second point against the account that Reid made was that for any sense to be made

about the idea hlpothesis, then we should have to do what the account itself claims is

impossible. Access to "ideas" was what Berkeley and Hume claimed \¡/as our only point of

access to the world. However, before we can know that ideas do inform us representationally

of the objects, we need to 'cross the chasms of externality and temporal remoteness that

supposedly made ideas necessary in order to compare them with their objects'.lz

Remembering or thinking something is just that: thinking about a thing, not thinking about an

"idea" of a thing. Were the latter the case, then one is already denying what the associationist

theorists claimed was impossible.

Thirdly, Reid argued that the "ideas" thesis leads any serious epistemology down the road to

solipsism. Where Locke drew attention to the distinction between primary and secondary

qualities, Berkeley argued that the qualities we received in perception could not be known

other than by the ideas resembling them-nothing could be like an idea except another idea.

Hume cast the final stone at realism by suggesting that it was only by the ideas provided by

minds that any regularities seemed to exist in nature. Thus, through a progressive series of

steps the world collapses into the content of the mind's ideas.

This, to the common sense theorists, \ryas a sufficient reason to be sceptical of idealism and

its implications. It is important to note, though, that the commonsense theorists were attacking

the conclusions drawn by the idealists, they were not attacking the idea that we have

sensations. To Reid and othersphenomenali,srn \¡/as acceptable, scepticism was not.

There were further criticisms of Berkeley and Hume's work, but from thinkers who were

themselves idealists. The work of T. H. Green, F. H. Bradley and James Ward, in particular,

attempted to show that the assumptions of the empiricists could not support their sceptical

conclusions. These thinkers retained their idealist views-becoming "Absolute" idealists

rather than empiricists-and in doing so, rejected much of what Berkeley and Hume proposed.

l7 Paul Edwards, (ed.) Encyclopedia of Philosophy, (1967), p. I 19
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T. H. Green claimed that the idea of sensation as an "immediate given" in expenence \ryas

flawed. Calling something "a sensation" was already to attribute relations to it: a sensation o;f

white, for example, was-by this very description- already related to other white things or to

other sensations. It is also inextricably related to organisms which have such sensations and

which recognise white things. Thus, to make any judgements at all is already to make

connections or relationships. This means that sensory impressions beloved of empiricists could

not be the foundation of reality at all because they already propose relationships and

connections with knowing minds. 'To talk at all, Green concludes, is to relate; thus: "to

suppose that the simple datum of sense is the real ... is to make the real unmeaning, the empty,

of which nothing can be said'. l8

Hume argued that the sensory impressions were related by the powers of the mind imposing

regularities and associations on immediately perceived, unrelated, sense data. However,

according to Green, this was wrong: sensory impressions were not unrelated at all but already

related to minds. Thus, while idealism might follow, the scepticism of the real does not.

Experience was not'a "given", a set of data that contains no relations. Remove theirrelations

... and the objects of experience entirely vanish. The unrelated "given" is an unintelligible

fiction'. l9

F. H. Bradley, like the Scottish "common sense" philosophers, rwas also critical of the

British empiricists, but for different reasons. Like William James, who was also to influence

Mitchell, Bradley's metaphysics begins with a recognition that reality does not consist of sense

impressions, but "immediate experience". This experience was an immediate, feeling of unity

according to Bradley. However, unlike Green, the foundation of experience was considered by

Bradley to be non-relational. In the case of epistemological relations, it was not a composite of

knower and known, or ourselv¿s knowing or feeling something (for this presupposes a

l8 Purrrnor", (1984), p.58.
19 Loc. cit.
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But this too leads to a contradiction. According to Bradley, reality can't consist of such

contradictions and hence reality is really an Absolute which lies behind all such appearances.

In Bradley's hands it is easy to see how the subjective idealism of Berkeley became

transmuted to Absolute idealism. Franklin summarises the innovation:

[T]he general idea is that, while the physical world may exist, its nature is essentially

mental rather than (what we take to be) material. Everything is interconnected, and is a
manifestation of the Absolute, which is something like God, but less crudely personal,

and less distant from oneself.' 2l

We cannot go into the details of Bradley's metaphysics here. The key point to note is the claim

that experience, for Bradley, consisted of unified, non-relational elements in an

undifferentiated whole. Though he doesn't buy into Bradley's idealism, the idea of a seamless

and integrated sensory experience was another influence on Mitchell, as it was on other early

Australian philosophers, such as Henry Laune.zz

James Ward was another philosopher who influenced Mitchell. Ward contended that the

debate between realists and idealists arises from bad metaphysics originating with the work of

Descartes. Descartes originally divided the world into an external, material, mechanistic world

operating by means of the laws of physics, and a world of the mind, morality, religion and

value. Descartes' Dualism resulted in the problem of how minds connect with the physical

world. 'Ihis resulted in many philosophers making minds a product of mechanical physical

laws; others-such as the idealists-interpreting the physical world as being mind-constituted;

and yet others, such as Bradley, subsuming both under the aegis of the Absolute. 23

Ward regarded the sciences as describing abstractions, not real things (for example, atoms

are regarded as real when they are, in reality, convenient fictions). This, however, is the wrong

approach, according to Ward. It results in solving the mind-matter divide by denying the

2l Franklin, op. cit., Chapter I l: 'Idealism: Old and New', p. 2.

22 5"" E. M. Miller, 'The Beginnings of Philosophy in Australia and the Work of Henry Laurie', AJPP,
(reze).
23 Purt-or" (1984), p. 83. See also K. H. Sievers, 'Reality and Immediate Experience', F.H.Bradley and
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context of truth-seeking in general. Both are needed, but one is oftenpreferred for economical

reasons.

His points about kinds of explanations should be considered in the context of his systemic

account of nature in general. His distinctions between real and didactic and general and

specific explanations should not be seen in isolation from his account of mind and its place in

nature. Finding explanations is, for Mitchell, crucial to locating oneself and one's epistemic

grip on the world. And, this depends on one's already existing "ground" or knowledge base as

much as it does on one's kind of explanatory seeking. One kind of explanation is, to another

with a more detailed knowledge base, a mere description. One's knowledge base, of course, is

constantly changing, so descriptions are sometimes taken as explanations, which in turn, give

rise to fuither descriptions:

The dodging tides on our coast, as described by a fisherman, are first explained by a
chart of their periods. The chart is in turn only a description of the data, when the
question is of their causes. Part of the cause being found in the positions of the moon,
this explanation becomes in turn a description, as if on a larger chart, when the question

is to connect it with the explanation of other movements; then the law of gravitation is

the explanation. Finally, this law becomes a description, as if on a chart large enough to
include a property of all matter, when the question is to connect gravity with other
properties of material systems, e.g., elasticity.a8

As we shall see, Mitchell's concept of explanation is entirely consistent with his view of the

growth and development of minds and experience: 'what needs a mere observing from one

person may be unintelligible to another, who is not yet capable of the requisite conceptual

perceiving.'49

For Mitchell, the difference between describing and explaining is relative and not absolute.

In this sense, Mitchell is a methodological relativist: the means of knowledge-seeking is

relative to one's conceptual capacities and ability to experience; but there is a fundamental

ground to one's knowledge-seeking which deepens as one matures and which is not relative at

all. One's old knowledge is an explanation with reference to the "cruder data" of one's

experience, because it states a ground for them; but itself constitutes the necessity of finding

48 scvt, p.326.
49 Loc. cit.
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further grounds on which one's current knowledge is a mere description. This does not mean

that the original crude data was wrong and the new data right; it just means that the ground of

one's experience has shifted. One has moved from explanations to descriptions to further

explanations, advancing and deepening one's knowledge as one goes.

This distinction is paralleled in the progress of science itself. The descriptive part of

scientific inquiry is that part which constitutes "facts" or data; the explanation refers to the

question or questions that has required scientific education. In the case of an established

scientific issue which is not in dispute, the descriptive part of the enterprise is that part which

'does not care to specifu grounds of connection, stating no reason of any kind' 50 for the

established issue; the explanatory part of the matter is that which does give a reason and

specifies a ground. In this sense, scientific progress consists of both kinds of explanation: real

and special; descriptive and non-descriptive, as partners in a common pursuit-the deepening

of knowledge and the growth of experience.

6.3 Scientific and Empirical Explanations

Another crucial distinction requiring mention here is that between "scientific" and "empirical"

explanations. While most take these terms to be synonymous today, Mitchell carefully

distinguishes them. The difference between scientific and empirical to Mitchell is defined in

terms of the extent to which they permit explanation. "Scientific" means that kind of

explanation which requires fuither systematic empirical investigation in order to establish its

ground. An "empirical" explanation, by contrast, consists of various degrees of justification,

the most common being the fact of an occurrence of something being experienced in a certain

way in the past (he cites the example of ice being cold, which gains the status of being an

explanation because it has always been thus). Thus for Mitchell, "empirical" explanations are

something like inductive generalisations on which scientific explanations largely depend.

The different kinds of explanation mentioned taken together with the various divisions of

the sciences, mark out the province of various fields of intellectual inquiry. These distinctions

5o sGM, p.326
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'classed according to purpose': agriculture, engineering, therapeutics, physiology, astronomy,

palaeontology, geology, bacteriology, biology, and so on. Interestingly, Mitchell allows that

the mind be included in the study of biology in so far as it does not permit 'reduction to the

common denominator'. 53 Preciselywhat this means will be the subject of Chapter 5.

7.2 The Non-Physical Sciences

Mitchell regards the non-physical sciences to have formal and real aspects too. The formal

aspects are broadly concerned with language and its structure; the real aspects with "human

interest" issues. Mitchell acknowledges that the various "sciences of the mind"-psychology,

and currently, neuroscience, cognitive science and artificial intelligence-while dealing with

issues concerning the "space and motion" of physical aspects of the mind, do not have a role to

play in the study of the "direct" understanding of the mind. In this sense, the division between

"formal" and "material" is not the same in dealing with the non-physical sciences as it is in

dealing with the physical sciences. There is, instead, an as)¡mmetry: the physical sciences do

have a role to play in the direct understanding of the physical world, but they don't have the

same role to play in understanding the non-physical world.

The formal side, being interested in language, is also concerned with disciplines requiring

mental activity which use language as a medium. Mental activity involving language includes

logic, aesthetics, ethics, and so on. However, this is not the only way in which Mitchell

circumscribes the sciences of the non-physical. He says that they are also concerned with what

he calls the 'conditions of existence and conditions of value.' 5a The aforementioned

disciplines are considered by Mitchell to be "value" disciplines in so far as they are concerned

with normative claims about how we live our mental lives: how we should reason, how we

should regard beauty; what we should do to be good, respectively. Other disciplines which

would belong to this group are jurisprudence, economics and politics; the "social sciences" as

we broadly define them today.

descriptions. In contemporary science, ofcourse, the second group would be incorporated in the first.
53 scM, p. 330.
54 scM, p. 331.
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Those disciplines on the side of the "real" non-physical sciences, Mitchell groups into two:

the sciences of "process" and "product", respectively. The former consists of the enterprise of

Psychology and its attendant disciplines, As it is understood here, Psychology is not merely the

descriptive and applied science which properly belongs under the aegis of the physical

sciences-i.e., which concerns itself with details about blood flow, reaction time of muscles,

and so on (physiological psychology as it is called now). It is, instead, understood as the

discipline which seeks to explain the "grounds" of the human condition in terms of its

existence. This kind of psychology might include the work of Freud, Jung, Maslow, Rogers.

Theorists like these seek to explain the human condition in terms of maximum generality. The

sciences of "process" are thus understood as the disciplines which concern themselves with

issues of "value" because they deal with different features of mental production which are

considered valuable: i.e., logic, being concemed with the value of epistemological truth and

validity; ethics, being concerned with value in practical life; aesthetics being concerned with

value in objects which we regard as beautiful or worthy of contemplation. 55

The sciences of "product", by contrast, concern themselves with issues of "existence". By

product sciences, Mitchell has in mind things created by means of the various areas of human

ingenuity, i.e., things that involve the sciences, the arts, the practical trades (the 'three great

mental functions: knowing, feeling and willing'). Mitchell also associates language as "the

most general product" in this category. Each of the more specific sciences of product are

further divided into their sub-disciplinary areas, for example, literature (under the category of

"feeling"); the various descriptive and historical areas of intellectual inquiry ('knowledge');

the practical trades of humanity, incorporating politics and social issues and concerns, which

Mitchell groups under 'the conglomerate name of Sociology' ("willing"¡. 50

Notice that the distinction here parallels the groupings in the "formal" category of the non-

physical sciences which Mitchell labels as logic, aesthetics and ethics. The point seems to be

that each of these areas can be seen as having "formal" and "real" or material aspects: the

former-being normative sciences-lay down laws and principles and concern themselves

55 sGM, p,332,
56 SGM, pp.33l-2
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about the world (ontic intemalism); a pragmatist about truth (alethic internalism); a coherentist

about justification, and an anti-objectivist (epistemic internalism) about forms of knowledge-

seeking. All this is supported by a methodological idealism that does not deny the existence of

mind-independent maffer.

This kind of position is now gaining currency again,long after Mitchell originally proposed

it. Very recently in the cognitive science literature there have been attempts to develop a form

of idealism which 'affirms the existence of the external world in a fundamental way', and in

which the world is understood to be an experiential reality understood by 'working with what

is know, with experience'; ... in particular, with'the cognitive and affective aspects of

external experience'. In these accounts, 'further characterisation of the experiential universe in

needed'. 92 In Chapter 5 we shall see just how popular this general position is on a number of

fronts. Mitchell would not buy into the panpsychist directions that some-such as Nagel,

Sprigge, Chalmers and Marshall-take this, however. As we have seen, he is "realist" through

and through. But he would certainly endorse the idealist methodology, e3

9. Conclusion

This chapter has reviewed Mitchell's account of realism, his theory of truth and his account of

justification. I have discussed the connections between rationality, intentionality and the role

that sensation plays in the construction of knowledge claims. As we have seen, Mitchell's

epistemology is surprisingly sophisticated and seems to parallel some recent accounts in the

literature.

92 S"r, Paul Marshall, 'Transforming the World into Experien ce' , Journal of Consciousness Studies, S, No. I
(2001): pp. 59-76.
93 Oth.. empirically-minded philosophers endorse the methodological emphasis on experience as essential
for understanding consciousness as the 'only way to tackle the "hard problem"', though they remain tactfully
neutral on the ontological issue. See Morten Overgaard, 'The Role of Phenomenological Reports in
Experiments on Consciousness', Psycholoquy, 12, No. 029 (2001).
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Sensation and meaning are not felt to enter in procession; they become definite together,

and are not thought apart. The object that we think in perceiving is a thing with its
attributes, and in explaining how we form this thought, we analyse the object in it into
sensation and meaning; but there is no such analysis in the thought itself. ... fS]ensation
is made definite by having a meaning. 7

ln the case of seeing a chair in a room, the meaning is clear. We don't perceptually collect

a series of attributes about the chair and then infer various uses for it. Rather, sensations

lead us to directly anticipate what we can generally expect to find out about the chair: that

it is three dimensional, solid, stable and useful to sit on or stand on. We "see" all this in an

instant. Of course, we may not be immediately conscious of such meanings: for example,

we may not be concentrating, or may be tired, but these are cases of constraints on

perception, not failures of experience to register meaning. The issue of attention makes a

difference as to whether the thought is explicit or implicit. But separate from this is the

issue of the kind of content that sensation brings, and that content is meaning. Sensations

which have meaning amountto grounds for our expectations and actions.

2.2 Explicit Thought

When we perceive things we have grounds or "warrants" for our expectations about things.

Some of these are implicit, some are taken for granted, others are explicit. When we take those

grounds and turn them into reasons for our perceptual beliefs, then the grounds are called

"explicit". Explicit thought is the process by which sensations becomes objects of attention,

For example, I may spot a chair in the corner of the room. However, unless I make the chair

the focus of my attention, the experience goes unnoticed and unvalued, but nonetheless

registered. (I may not claim to have seen a chair, but I may be able to recall the colour of the

7 sGM, p.247.
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amounts to the interesting claim that inference is, properly speaking, only a high-level

conceptual device, not something which applies to lower-order reasoning:

We hardly ever use it of sensory intelligence , viz., in identiffing sensory merely sensory

objects or their aspects; we use it a little more frequently of perceiving things and their
qualities; much more frequently of perceiving the relations among things; but mostly it
is used when, in order to identiff, we have to manipulate our thoughts in the manner ...
of conceiving. And because this is still so comprehensive a field, it is usual to confine
the word to beliefs whose ground is expressed, or at least explicitly thought. ... [T]he
word inference is used only for a process of thought whose aim is to discover grounds. 12

In other words, there are limits to what the notion of an inference applies. It clearly applies to

logic which involves 'mere naming or classiffing, and also the making of judgements or

statements, because their ground is taken for granted ... and the process of thought whose aim

is to discover grounds'.13 This means that, for Mitchell, inference-making, and the sciences

predicated on it-mathematics, logic-are subordinate to psychology. (We have already seen

Mitchell's taxonomy of the sciences in Chapter 2-this now provides a reason for it.) Strictly

speaking, inferences are properties of propositions which classifu things; an assumption which

already presupposes that the things in question-whether abstract 6¡ ¡s¿l-¿¡e subjects of our

attention and our explicit thoughts.

At the same time, however, he notes that there is no principled difficulty in using the word

inference for lower-level processing as long as it recognised 'that there is a series'. He goes on

to claim that, with this recognition, 'there can be no confusion in speaking also of sensory

inference and perceptual inference'.14 It is a pity that some contemporary philosophers have

failed to note this point, and have arrived at arguments which suggest that animals, for

example, lack consciousness because they fail to engage in high-level inference-making.ls

Toward a Cognitive Science ofLanguage, Inference and Consciouszess, (1983).
12 sGM, p.250.
l3 lbid., p.250.
14 Loc. cit.
15 S"., for example, Peter Camrthers' Language, Thought and Consciousness (1996), pp 220-221. See also
his'Animal Subjectivity', Psyche,4 (3) (1998). Cam¡thers argues that if animals are conscious they should
be able to reason about one's own experiences; to have higher order thoughts about one's experiences. Since
they don't, they aren't conscious according to Cam¡thers. There has been much literature attacking this thesis;
for example, Eric Saidel, 'Consciousness without Awareness', Psyche,5 (16), July (1999). Others have taken
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Mitchell instead takes the plausible view that there are no grounds for making a principled

distinction between inferential and non-inferential content (or conceptual and non-conceptual

content). In other words, there might be a continuum of content between these extremes.

Recently, the present author has argued something similar, 16

We shall adopt Mitchell's terminological usage of "inference" here, It applies mainly to

high-level cognitive capacities; and, in an attenuated sense, to lower-level capacities, such as

sensing and perceiving, as well. Later, the importance of this account for the developmental

process of the structure and growth of experience will be made clear (see Chapters 8-10).

3. Implicit Thought

In contrast to explicit thought and inferencing, implicit thoughts are examples of perceptual

content which are only partially processed, or processed independently of higher cognitive

levels. Mitchell refers to implicit thought as a'performance of a task, the task of knowing'.17

This is in contrast with understandings of "implicit" which he criticises, which are analysable

in terms of causal and analytical truths (see $3.2 below). He describes implicit thought as

follows:

The thought of an object is implicit in so far as the object is not distinguished and made

an object on its own account, but is merely a factor in the total object as it is thought.
Various aspects of the sensory object, are thought implicitly before we learn to think
them explicitly, or, as we say, to think about them. After having so learnt, we may still,
and we usually do, think them without making them objects of their own account; we
think them, but do not think about them, and so again we think them implicitly.ts

He gives several examples of implicit thought:

a similar line, for example, Davidson, Stich, Geach. See my Experience and Content: Consequences of a
Continuum Theory (1996).
16 W. Vt. Davies, ibid., (1996). I look at other examples of what I call "inferentialism'-the mistake of
taking high-level inference as the defining characteristic of content, (see especially Chapter l). The central
confusion though, seems to arise from ignoring Mitchell's distinction between varieties of inferencing, and

the psychological series that occurs between levels.
l7 scvt, p.25t.
18 Loc. cit.
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A child in trundling his hoop has an explicit or an implicit thought of it at will; and the

explicit thought includes implicit thoughts of the circle, of velocity, and acceleration;

but it is with difficulty that the child is gradually brought to an explicit thought of
these.l9

From this example it is clear that Mitchell's notion of implicit thought anticipates what

Polanyi much later meant by tacit knowledge.20 It seems Mitchell developed this idea some

60 years earlier.

Polanyi describes his account of tacit knowledge as 'the fact that we can know more than we

can tell'. 2l An example is face recognition. We know a person's face and can recognise it

from among millions of others, yet the precise details of how we do this is unavailable to us.

Recent work on face recognition suggests that primates (also cats, dogs and sheep, etc.) have

in-built detectors-face-selective neurons-for picking out stimulus features. 2z This suggests

support for some kind of domain-specific modularity of processing. But regardless of the

neuro-scientific explanation, the point here is that there is information which the perceiver

uses which is not cognitively explicit, but nonetheless vital to making objects of our attention

explicit. (We couldn't make a face the subject of our explicit interest, were it not for the

features that we detect implicitly.) Other examples Polanyi gives are distinguishing moods and

diagnosing illnesses (for example, a mother "knowing" intuitively when a child is unwell¡. 23

Other examples are not cases of hard-wired, domain-specific processing, or intuitive

processing, but practical abilities: e.g., performing artistic, athletic or technical skills. These

19 rbid,.,2s2.
20 Michael Polanyi, op. cit., (1967); see also his (1958). Polanyi's views are described in J. R.
Ravetz,(1973), especially Chapter 3, 'Science as Craftsman's Work'.
21 Polanyi, (1967), p. 4. As Polanyi notes, identikit police photos rely upon this kind of implicit storage of
perceptual detail. See also Ch¡is Mortensen 'Mental Images: Should Cognitive Science Learn from
Neurophysiology?' in Computers, Brains and Minds, Peter Sleazak and W. R. Albury (eds) (1989) and C.
Mortensen and G. Nerlich, Aspects of Metaphysics, Unpublished Manuscript (1986). These authors use the
term "non-verbal knowledge" rather than "tacit knowledge", non-verbal knowledge being either tacit or
explicit.
22 Rod-un, et al., 'Development of brain substrates for pattern recognition in primates', in de Boysson-
Bardies, et al., Developmental Neurocognition: Speech and Face Processing in the First Year of Life (1993):
pp.63-75.
Z3 Very recently this issue has arisen in the cunent cognitive science literature as demanding closer attention.
Bruce Mangan, for example, has argued the case for "rightness", a form of non-conceptual content, which
represents degrees of contextual "fit" between conscious and non-conscious processing. See B. Mangan,
'Sensation's Ghost: The Non-Sensory "Fringe" of Consciousness', Psyche,7, October, (2001).
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examples cut across Ryle's "knowing that" and "knowing how". A swimmer keeps his

buoyancy by regulating his respiration (i.e., not completely deflating their lungs when

breathing out). 24 Of course, these skills need to be learnt to some degree, but the point is that

any rules which are required to develop the skills are underdetermined by the knowledge that

the individual acquires. Mostly, such skills require "instinct" and "feeling" rather than rule-

govemed observance. Indeed, for most skills, rules are learnt more by imitation, and then

flagrantly ignored in their execution (for example, scales are practiced then ignored in

improvising with a musical instrument; technique is abandoned when aiming for fluidity with

a golf swing). Paradoxically, expertise in such endeavours requires not explicit knowledge of

principles, but implicil knowledge of their execution. In fact, the latter is necessary for the

former. To be able to make such skills the subject of our explicit thoughts requi¡es that we

have internalised the implicit abilities themselves. This, in turn, values practice over

description. And, this means that, for Mitchell, in an educational context good teaching is

premised on a solid understanding of the implicit requirements of the art. V/e shall return to

this point at the end of the following section.

3.1 Implicit Thought in the Sciences

Noting this kind of cognitive processing is not a matter of idle distinction-making in

epistemology; it has real implications. The importance of tacit knowledge or implicit thought

has been noted in the context of science. The examples commonly raised are the assessment of

data and the use of tools,

In any list of the methods used in scientific inquiry rarely is the implicit use of tools ever

mentioned. However, this capacity is clearly vital for science. Scientific experiments can fall

foul of pitfalls at any stage: damage to the tool and the user; hidden errors of interpretation of

the products of the operation; hazards of manipulating and interpreting data. Yet there is no

way of explicitly instructing scientists in the procedures of tool using. Ravetz gives an

example from chemistry:

24 Polanyi (1967),pp. 6-7;Polanyi (1958), p. 49
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The beginning student has no basis for knowing that concentrated sulphuric acid evolves

heat on mixture with water, could not understand the explanation if it were given to him,

and should not have to learn the phenomenon by "trial and error". Hence, he will simply
receive a precept to drop the acid gradually into the water, rather than mix all the masses

or to drop the water into the acid; and the 'explanation' of the precept is restricted to an

assertion ofthe danger ofother courses. 25

Given that there is no effective instruction, how is expertise in tool use developed? Clearly not

from more detailed instruction, for this falls foul of an underdetermination of instruction over

tool use:

For a full mastery of the use of tools, explicit precepts are insufficient. Any extension of
the uses of a tool involves new hazards or pitfalls; and the unknown cannot be described
by formulas. Hence the full craft of knowledge of any particular tool, for a particular
range of functions, will involve a large measure of personal experience. To the extent
that the personal knowledge of a tool is deep and subtle, any set of explicit precepts will
fall short of conveying it. In any real situation there are too many subtle cues, and too
many partly relevant precedents, for the knowledge of how to cope with novelty to be

reduced to tables of experiences and inferences. This aspect of tool-usìng involves the

solution of 'diagnostic' problems, as those faced by a physician. 26

The way in which scientists achieve such diagnostic skills is a function of tacit knowledge of

tools: 'which have become nearly continuous extensions of the sensory, motor, and intellectual

equipment within his body'. 27 (Recall also Mitchell's example of the child with the hoop.) A

similar case arises in the assessment of data: how does the scientist identifu what is relevant;

exclude what is irrelevant; formulate problems and adopt strategies for dealing with them

appropriately? How does he assess data of value? Clearly it is not by means of text books or

detailed instruction. Science is not merely an activity of reasoning from rules and inferring

from plausible premises; it is very largely a"ctaft. activity" depending on informal and partly

tacit knowledge. Science involves a peculiar human capacity: the capacity of what Mitchell

calls "implicit thought".

Note importantly that implicit thought or tacit knowledge can only be recalled with

considerable difficulty. We have seen the case of the child with the hoop: it is hard to bring to

25 Ravetz, op. cit., p. lo2.
26 Loc. cit.
27 rbid,p. ro3.
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attention our understanding of the velocity and acceleration of the hoop (it is virtually

impossible to describe it;. za 5trn'tarly, tacit knowledge in science is described as 'completely

tacit', and 'learned entirely by imitation and experience ... often without awareness that

something is being learned rather than "common sense" being applied'. 29

Mitchell is clear that implicit thought is tacit in just this sense. He claims at several points

that implicit thought is, like mere perception, indistinguishable from the meaning that is given

in the experiential act. An experience is implicitly thought when the capacity to anticipate

cannot be divorced from the experience, except when analysing the experience after the fact.

In implicit thought: 'sensation and its meaning are not felt to enter in procession; they become

definite together, and they are not thought apart'. 30 Just as the child has no difficulty

anticipating the progress of the hoop being trundled, and the swimmer has no difficulty

regulating their breathing, so the scientist "knows" when the data is relevant to the experiment.

It is this tacit dimension to knowing that ensures that we have grounds for our beliefs and

adequate warrant to carry them out. It is just as well this is so, for science would consist of a

great deal of time-wasting, pursuing false leads and theories. It is very well that it is so in

ordinary life too, for we could not leave home without some tacit knowledge.

It is interesting to compare the work of continental philosophers and their views of "lived

experience" and the "lived body" here, of which there has been a wealth of published material

recently. It is also interesting to observe the implications for education. Mitchell was well

known as an influential educator. A point worthy of note is how the teacher makes use of

implicit knowledge to make explicit various kinds of principles. The role of the teacher is to

ensure that the development of implicit thought parallels the development of 'different and

opposite real objects'. 3l This needs explanation.

The key to this is to acknowledge that the difference between implicit and explicit thought

is the difference between inattention and attention, Bringing inattention to attention-making

28 I., orr. softback edition of The Souncl and the Fury a Russian dancer is quoted as saying: "If I could
describe what I meant by a certain dance do you think I would take the trouble to dance it?".
29 Loc. cit.
3o scM, p.247.
31 scM, p.252.
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explicit the implicit-is the work of the teacher. In doing a good job, the teacher 'makes

attention coincident with inte¡est'; and this, in turn, leads to understanding. Importantly, these

are not separate processes. In discussion on this phenomenon, Mitchell highlights a crucial

feature of epistemology: the relationship between attention, understanding and knowing. He

uses the metaphor of a police investigation to make the point clear:

The police work is ... the calling to attention, and the rest of the action is the response to

the call. The rest of the action continues to be a handling of the object; we set it in
various lights, we look at it from different points of view, we investigate it, we turn it
over in our minds. ... Understanding does not begin where attending ends, like a judge

following up the work of a policeman. They name two aspects of the same act of
thought, and of the same function of the act, viz. knowing. They distinguish the thought,
the one as an act, the other as an actual knowing, the one as the function realising, the
other as the function that is being realised. We hold and manipulate an object by the very
thinking about it, not merely in order to think about it. And the same dealing with the

object, or thinking about it, we call understanding it, when we ignore the act as a
dealing, an attending, and regard it as an achieving. It is true that the child can only
attend to the aspects of the hoop so far as he can grasp or understand them; but it is also

true that he can only grasp or understand them so far as he can attend to them. 32

This is an ingenious-if not altogether clear-analysis, for it points out the seamlessness of

attending, knowing and understanding at various processing levels. Knowledge is not to be

understood as a form of discrete processing guided by reason, but as a seamless web of

interconnected abilities, some reinforced and brought to the fore by others.

The passage also anticipates and provides support for 'Wittgenstein's view that

understanding is merely "going on in the same way". Passmore points out that Mitchell makes

intelligible Wittgenstein's and James' claim about our conviction that we 'know how to frnish

a poem or a sentence or to complete a mathematic series'. 33 We can do this because there are

no abrupt points of difference between the forms of knowing required: understanding just is

being able to attend to the series and have it result in an achieving. Understanding, attending

and achieving are seamlessly connected. (Hence the claim: "the child can only attend to the

aspects of the hoop so far as he can grasp or understand them; but it is also true that he can

only grasp or understand them so far as he can attend to them".)

32 scM, p.253.
33 ¡. n. Passmore, 'Philosophy' in A. L. Mcleod, The Pattern of Australian Culture, (1963), p. 147.
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According to Mitchell, the assumption rests on thoughts 'existing in the same form' 40, i.e.,

being like objects. But this is not true on his account. Experiences are not like our vague

texture understanding of ordinary objects and facts. Thoughts derived from experience are

there in all their definite explicitness or implicitness. We are not vague aboú them at all. They

are not indefinite like our understanding of things in the world, and facts, We are most certain

about our thoughts. To make the analogy work, we'd need to suppose that thoughts were like

our vague understanding of "facts". In ordinary life, an unintended action, or a light which is

neither on nor off (flickering) makes perfect sense. However, an unfelt feeling or an

unconscious comparison ate absurdities. Therefore, the use of the term "impliçi1"-¿s used in

the vague world of ordinary discourse about facts--{oes not work when translated to

experiential content.

But there is a second problem. We cannot compare thoughts as we can facts. In words

which clearly anticipate Wittgenstein's Private Language Argument, we cannot compare our

thoughts in the same way as we compare things in the world. For in the case of thoughts, the

notion of "comparison" makes no sense at all:

The error is in supposing that, in order to have this implicit thought, there occur in
unconscious form the same processes that produce explicit thoughts. We become aì,¡/are

of the ground, it is said, by an implicit act of comparison. Thus when I recognise the
portrait of one I have met, I am said to have compared it with my memories of him, just
as I might compare it with him in his presence. ... fHowever] the so-called implicit or
unconscious comparison would have to presuppose the result which it is thought to
produce. ... How do I at once recognise the portrait? By unconsciously recalling on the
instant, it is said, an image of the original, and comparing the two. But how can the
original be suggested to me? ... No doubt by reason of its similarity with the portrait
which I see. But not by my feeling of the similarity, for this can only follow after the
suggestion has already been made. 4l

On Mitchell's account, the term "implicit" has its own special connotation, as rwe have seen.

4o scM, p.260.
4l SGM, pp.26l-262. Compare Wittgenstein's analogy of comparing memories being like purchasing two
copiçs of the same newspaper. The second in order to be sure that what the first said was true. Philosophical
Inv es tigatio tr.s, ( I 95 3).
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4. Taking for Granted

We are now in a position to understand Mitchell's doctrine of taking for granted. Consistent

with his claim that experience is a series from lesser to greater cognitive capacities, the

phenomenon of taking for granted occurs mid-way between implicit and explicit thought.

Where explicit thought is the basis for our higher-order inferential capacities, and implicit

thought is the foundation of our tacit knowledge, taking for granted constitutes the bulk of our

knowledge which, while once explicit, now lies behind the way in which we complete our

perceptual judgements. It functions as the initial conditions for the possibility of making the

kind of perceptual judgements we do and acting on them.

The crucial feature of taking for granted is that it is vital for and present in all perception,

yet not inaccessible to us as implicit thought is. He gives the following example:

When we speak of more or less taking something for granted, we mean that we have

formed some thought of it, but not to the explicit extent that we have done before. And
when we speak of taking it entirely for granted, we mean that we do not take thought of
it at all. In lifting a piece of chalk in order to write on the board behind me, I should
probably take what I know of the board more or less for granted; but if much absorbed in
the thing to be illustrated, I should take it entirely for granted, possibly with some

feeling of it as behind me, but possibly with none at all. Finally, I do not take all of my
knowledge of it for granted, but that part of my knowledge which I can use.42

Note the differences here between implicit thought and taking for granted. Firstly, there are

degrees of taking for granted, whereas something is either explicit or implicit (though, as we

have seen, once explicit, degrees of inference may ensue). 
'Whereas "implicit" and "explicit"

constitute extreme points on an experiential continuum, taking for granted occupies the vague

middle ground.a3

Secondly, Mitchell notes at one point that there are 'degrees of dependence on our past

experience' and gives the examples of how 'misprints catch your eye... and picture puzzles

resolve themselves at a stroke'. 44 This is in contrast to cases where the meaning that an

42 scM, pp.27o-1.
43 this connects with the idea of development of sophisticated organisms, as we shall see. Some less

sophisticated organisms can only have explicit thoughts, and take very little for granted.
44 sGM, p.265.
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experience has takes a longer period to resolve itself, such as when 'the ancient mariner first

[sees] something in the sky, a speck, a mist, till it took a certain shape, then the shape of a sail,

and gradually revealed its horror'.4s In the case of puzzle solving and seeing a misprint, we

instantaneously bring the weight of our knowledge of the situation to resolve the perceptual

incongruence; in the case of the mariner, we bring progressively greater degrees of knowledge

as r've await the object to resolve itself. In both cases, our previous explicit thoughts constitute

essential conditions for making sense of the experience, solving perceptual problems, and

acting on them. Hence, the quotation with which we began this chapter:

[T]he power of solving a problem depends on the ability to take many things for granted,
this again depends on our having had to learn them and so having them now at
command, though we do not have to re-think them.46

Thirdly, as 'we have seen, implicit thought is necessary for the possibility of explicit thought

(our tacit knowledge of acceleration and velocity is implicitly behind our explicit ability to

trundle a hoop; our knowledge of scales is behind a fluid musical performance; appreciation of

relevant data is behind good science). By contrast, taking for granted is not premised on our

later taking the thought explicitly at all. Indeed, as the earlier example shows, we may be so

absorbed in our activities that what we take for granted does not feature in our thoughts at all.

But, despite this, we cannot function without taking for granted part of our previous

knowledge and not having to re-think it.

Fourthly, while implicit and explicit thought are a function of attention-what is attended to

is explicit; what is not is implicit-taking for granted is independent of our attention and the

foundation for it. Hence, the claim: 'A thought is explicit or implicit according as its object is

the object of attention or not; and in order to attend, much is taken for granted to which we do

not attend'. 47

In summary: taking for granted is partly explicit in how rwe process experiences, in the sense

that we cannot attend to things without it. It is partly implicit in that it is presupposed by our

45 lbid., p.266
46 scM, p.41.
47 sGM, p.270
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evolutionary theory, according to Mitchell.

His argument against it is a familiar one, yet it is flawed on several counts. He claims

that mental states which are partially parallel with physical states of the brain yet do no

causal work are useless. Nevertheless, he argues the principal point of evolutionary theory

is that evolutionary traits are perpetuated only if they are causally efficacious. The result,

Mitchell claims, is an inconsistency:

[I]t is impossible to reconcile the doctrine [of partial parallelism] with evolution, for
(a) there is no meaning in progress except for a better experience, nothing else having
value in itself, but all for it, (b) pain and pleasure are always given as factors in
evolution, and (c) so are degrees of intelligence and determination.l8

It has taken a century of philosophical hindsight and debate about the issues to see why this

is a flawed argument. Firstly, evolutionary theory makes no claims about "progress"; least

of all for "better experience" as Mitchell suggests, so his suggestion that nothing has value

because there is no causal role for experience is simply wrong-headed. As S. J. Gould and

others have made clear, no teleological ìmplications at all follow from Darwinist

principles.ls If Mitchell is claiming that there are such implications (and he seems to be in

the above quotation), he is seriously mistaken about the biological issues concerned.

Secondly, that pain, pleasure, intelligence and determination could be seen as selectively

valuable features of mind doesn't necessarily make them candidates/or selection: in certain

unfavourable circumstances, such traits might be disadvantageous and remain unselected-

establishing nothing to advance his counter argument.

Thirdly, Mitchell's argument that there is an inconsistency between the principles of

Darwinism and the epiphenomenal idleness of mental properties is simply false. As Jackson

has argued fairly recently, it is consistent to suppose that some traits which are

epiphenomenally idle-or even disadvantageous-might be co-selected as concomitant

features along with traits which have causal utility (Jackson's example is a polar bear's coat

which, while warm-and hence, selectively useful-is also hear,ry'-and hence

l8 LM, pp. 8.

19 S. J. Gould, The Panda's Thumb, (1980), passim.
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disadvantageous.) Mitchell's argument against the epiphenomenalist view seems superficial

and inadequate (however, this is by itself not an argument necessarily in support of that

view).20

This attempted rejection of both "complete" and "partial" parallelism (unsuccessful in

my opinion), brings us to Mitchell's second "contradiction"----or, at least, the appearance of

one, which concerns him. This is the contradiction between "the supervenience thesis" and

"the experientialist thesis" mentioned earlier. Mitchell seems to regard the claim that 'there

is a specific brain change for every mental change' 21 as being in fundamental conflict with

the idea that experience is causally important for living.

This is an odd concern: even if the parallelist story remains undamaged by Mitchell's

attacks, why should the claim that mental states have corresponding physical concomitants

be in conflict with the causal importance of mental content-that experience is useful? For

even on Jackson's epiphenomenal account, experience might still be useful even if itplays

no direct causal role (a polar bear's heavy coat might not be of direct causal use, but the

indirect associated features of having such a coat-i.e., its warmth--clearly are). Mitchell's

worry here is not obvious.

His concern is this: he notes that from the assumption of parallelism it is all too easyto

be driven into a fully materialist account in which the mind is either considered to be the

same thing as the brain, or an account whereby the mind is inexplicable-i.e., a result of

underlying forces coordinating the parallel aspects. Mitchell's concern about the

supervenience thesis is really with the implications of parallelism, as he defines it, not with

the idea of supervenience per se-it is with what the thesis, innocent in its assertions,

causes us to assume. It causes us to assume 'the error of coordinating the two factors and so

having to suppose a "chasm intellectually impassable" between mind and brain.' 22

Mitchell has made two errors here: 1) He has falsely associated "materialism" with

parallelism (whereas, in contemporary terms the doctrines are quite distinct); and 2) he

20 Frank Jackson, 'Epiphenomenal Qualia', in W. Lycan (ed), Mind and Cognition: A Reader, (1990). I
have elsewhere argued that this is a faulty argument itself and that epiphenomenalism doesn't follow from
it as readily as Jackson claims. (See my Experience and Content, 1996 Chapter 8).
2l LM,p.9.
22LM,p.10.
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assumes that the problems associated with parallelism raise difficulties with the

supervenience thesis and the experiential thesis. Neither claim is true. However, it is on the

basis of this that Mitchell begins his attack on materialism.

6. Arguments Against Materialism

In response, Mitchell offers a cluster of arguments (some rather weak) against the idea of a

simple-minded materialism in which the mind and the brain are considered to be the same

thing. I shall call these: 1) the conservation of energy argument; 2) the inference objection;

3) the dissimilarity (or non-independence) objection; 4) the argument from idealism; and,

5) the argument from the structure of experience. There are some other minor arguments,

but they will be discussed under the general heads listed. I shall start with the weakest

arguments and work toward the strongest.

6.I The Conservation of Energ,t Argument

Energy is realisable in physical states ofone sort or another. Brain changes cause changes

in energy states which result in transformations in brain chemistry. The changes undergone

occupy the total energy involved in such exchanges, according to Mitchell. Following the

law of conservation of energy, there can be no "residual" energy-energy is conserved in

physical exchanges. Thus, experience, were it identical to the brain, would either be

identical with the energy involved, or one would have to admit that some energy is not

converted in such exchanges. In other words, against the principle of the conservation of

energy, energy must either be lost in order to "create" mental experience ('in order to

produce or become experience, energy must disappear from the physical world');23 or,

experience must, in some sense, be that energy, which seems on the face of it to be

implausible. He puts his argument to this conclusion clearly:

None of the energy spent in producing changes in the brain is spent in producing
experience; none disappears as physical energy to be turned into experience.
Therefore, when experience is present, it is present as well; it is not an effect,

23 SGM, p. 3
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product, or property of the brain in the sense that everything else is an effect, product

or property. It occurs in addition to the physical effects. 24

The argument is clearly valid, whatever reservations one has about the premises:

Pl: For physical energy to produce experience it must disappear from the physical
world;
P2: Energy doesn't disappear from the physical world;
C: Physical energy doesn't produce experience (and experience must occur in
addition to it).

On the face of it, this seems to suggest that Mitchell is arguing for some kind of dualism of

psychical energies; an account which would clearly place his overtures against dualism at

some risk. However, I think this would be to place the wrong stress on the phrase "in

addition". There is certainly textual evidence for claiming that a psychical account is

sometimes Mitchell's main motivation (hence, the historical confusion about Mitchell's

overall philosophical position). But given his clear sympathy with some materialist themes

(e.g., supervenience), there are no grounds for claiming Mitchell was a dualist or idealist in

fact (though see $6.5 "The argument from idealism" below). The best interpretation of

these inconsistencies is that Mitchell was concerned with salvaging experience as an

ontological category from perceived threats and, naturally, he mustered all he could in its

defence.

What then does the argument claim? As mentioned, the argument really relies not on

psychical energies, but on an ambiguity in the materialist principle of the conservation of

energy: if it is true that physical energy never dissipates (but is merely rearranged), then the

mind can't be caused by the brain because this presupposes "leakage" of energy, which is

ipso facto impossible on the terms of the principle itself. Hence, materialism is either

inconsistent or false.

It is not obvious that Mitchell himself is entirely convinced by this "leakage" argument.

Elsewhere in his .discussion on mind, Mitchell takes the materialist option seriously and

24LM,p.6
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not identical to the physical states in question, because clearly there are other stories to tell

here.

Finally, it is not obvious that the energy need be "perceptible" (even "indirectly") as

Mitchell assumes it must. In post-Einsteinian physics and quantum mechanics, energy

states can be realised in a variety of non-perceptible ways, and come in a variety of forms

("matter" itself being merely one of them). Mitchell can't, of course, be blamed for not

being aware of such twentieth century developments in our understanding about physics;

however, his argument can be accused of a rather obvious simple-mindedness.

None of the assumptions in the argument above are convincing. And, as mentioned, there

is evidence that Mitchell himself doesn't take them seriously. However, since he raises the

conservation of energy argument on several occasions, he must have thought it important.28

Exactly what he was trying to claim here, however, is not easy to ascertain. Seemingly in

contradiction to his earlier pronouncements, Mitchell notes that we are "not compelled" to

hold the view that a different brain change occurs for every difference in experience (thus

giving weight to the dualist interpretation of the argument above). And, in support of this he

simply claims that 'the principle of the conservation of energy puts no limits to the

potential forms which energy may take'.2s This latter claim, of course, is a reasonable one:

it may be that there are kinds of energy which are hitherto undiscovered (after all,

electromagnetism remained undiscovered until relatively recently). And it may be that this

undiscovered energy offers hope for a better account of mind and mental phenomena than

we have at present. While clearly a different argument to the earlier leakage argument, it is

more plausible. At some points, Mitchell seems to be advancing this claim, and not the

other. 30 But clearly, this argument is no defence against physicalism, for even if there were

28 the argument recrus in other guises throughout his philosophical work. In another passage, the
argument turns on constancy of energy supply: 'there is no constant quantity of [energy] in any mind from
moment to moment, let alone a constant quantity in any longer period. Perhaps every experience leaves its
mark on the brain, and physically regarded this is a potential energy; but apparently, there is always decay
or leakage of it, as wpll as in addition to it. ... If ... by mental energy we happen to mean the corresponding
neural energy, it has, of course, no constant quantity'. SGM, p. 28. The reply I make to the general form
of this argument applies also to this form of it.
29 SGM, p.5.
30 'It ir by no means impossible that in the nervous system forms of energy are concerned which do not
exist outside the animal body, and which yet remain to be recognised'. SGM, p. 33.
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"other forms of energy'', then the energy would also be physical and amenable to a

materialist account. If this was the aim of the conservation of energy argument, then it

simply won't do. Mitchell requires a further argument to claim that the undiscovered

energy is not explicable physically. (At one point, he desperately entertains the idea of

"psychical energy''which presumably is meant to go some way in "explaining" the mind.3l

Clearly, while supporting some of the fundamentals behind materialist accounts, Mitchell

has dualist sympathies).

6.2 The Inference Objection

To the extent that it can be understood clearly, Mitchell's second argument against

materialism is an old and familiar one. It relies on the idea that the experience we have is

not identical to the brain changes rwe undergo because we need to infer the existence of one

but not the other:

Every physical event, because it is physical, is perceptible by an actual or a possible
organ of sense; but we can never have sensation of another's experience; we have to
infer it. ... The brain change is a physical, a perceptible event; but of course it is not
the experience that is coincident with it. Hence an experience does not happen to the
brain in the sense that anything else happens to it, or to any material thing. 32

There are a number of things going on in this argument. At the very least, its point is not

precise. It is, in part, a reworking of the old "argument from introspection" attributed to

Descartes. However, instead of trading on what can be introspected in terms of the

clearness and distinctness of ideas, it trades on the notion of "perceptibility". Even in this

form the argument obviously won't stand up to scrutiny. It is clear, for example, that just

because one kind of reality is not "perceptible" and has to be inferred from experience, it

does not follow that it is not physical. Analogously, just because the processes of oxidation

chemistry are "perceptible" and can be measured, and the processes of "phlogiston" are not

3l See his remarks: '... the principle of conservation of energy puts no limits to the potential forms which
energy may take; and it would be undisturbed if there were psychical forms of energy convertible with
physical', SGM, p. 5.

32 SGM, pp.2-3.
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(phylogiston was said to have "negative energy"), doesn't mean that the one is not, in fact,

the same thing as the other. Materialist accounts assume that experiences and the brain

processes that give rise to them are identical---even though they may be "perceived"

differently. Following Armstrong, however, experiences might simply be internalised

physical realisations of the various states of one's body, for example. If this is the point

behind Mitchell's argument, it simply won't do.

In part, the argument above also seems to be an early version of the "argument from

subjectivity" or the "knowledge argument" which anticipates contemporary writing in the

philosophy of mind.33 The phrase: 'The brain change is a physical, a perceptible event; but

of course it is not the experience that is coincident with it' seems to suggest this

interpretation. Mitchell's implicit claim seems to be something similar to that of writers,

such as Nagel and Jackson, for whom the "subjective" constitutes an ontological realm

distinct from the "objective" descriptions that the physical sciences provide. Bodily

sensations, or "qualia" are available only to subjective awareness; whereas, the brain

sciences only provide descriptions of the physical goings-on in one's head. (Compare

Nagel's "bat" and Jackson's case of Mary and her colourless room.) While it is sufficient to

understand something of the nature of another person's brain by perceiving it, by having

sensations, it is only by inference that one can understand the nature of another's

experience-an understanding of experience requires that one havefirst personknowledge.

Whether this argument is what Mitchell intended is not clear. If it was, then he might

have some contemporary support. However, he might be making a somewhat weaker claim.

Another possible interpretation of his argument is given in $3 below.

6.3 Subsidiary Inference Arguments

Before leaving the inference objection, there are a number of related arguments which

Mitchell makes to roughly the same conclusion. One is what I shall call the argument from

grouping; another, the intensity argument. A third argument might be called the argument

33 th" "knowledge argument" originally appeared in C. D. Broad's The Mintt ancl its Place in Nature,
(1925), p. 7 1 . lf I am right in my analysis here, Mitchell seemed to have anticipated it.

t67









exist. On this objection, nothing can be concluded about the mind from spurious mind

"talk". An objection can also be made to "the mind" being taken seriously in any context at

all-it might, instead, be seen as the eliminativists (such as the Churchland's) see it;

namely, as a piece of outmoded theoretical shoptalk which has outlived its usefulness. 4l

Finally, Mitchell's argument does not recognise the fundamental distinction between

contingent versus conceptual identity-a point made clear by J; J. C. Smart, and others.

Mitchell's argument from dissimilarity clearly won't work against the considerable

arguments mustered by latter-day materialists.

However, there are stronger reasons which lie behind Mitchell's argument from

dissimilarity. They concern his rejection of both monist and dualist accounts of mind. The

argument from dissimilarity trades on the acceptability of these accounts and their a priori

assumptions about the notion of a "thing" which Mitchell aims to reject.

Mitchell questions the assumptions behind both monism and dualism. The first account,

he says, assumes that experiences and brain processes belong to the same thing; the latter

assumes that they belong to different things. 42 Mitchell claims that both positions are

essentially versions of the same doctrine and can be rejected together. More particularly,

both give an account of mind in terms of what they assume to be true of what "things" are.

Monists generally assume that "things" are all material and exhibit characteristics which

are, 'like the convexity and concavity of a curve', different aspects of one and the same

reality-for example, the brain.a3 Dualists, contrariwise, assume that the action of the mind

cannot be reduced to the capacities of a material mechanism-their concept of a "thing"

allows for no such identification. As dualists, Mitchell notes, we do not 'contract [the

mind's] capacity to what we take to be possible for a material mechanism'.44 For Mitchell,

4l Paul and Patricia Churchland are famous for presenting the theory of 'Eliminative Materialism'. See,

for example, Paul Churchland, Scientific Realism and the Plasticity of Mind, (1979), passim. A useful
surrunary of Patricia Churchland's views can be found in 'Consciousness: The Transmutation of a

Concept', Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 64, (l 983): pp. 80-95; see also her, Neurophilosophy, ( 1989).
42 SGM, p.4.
43 This doesn't, of course, cover the case of monists who are idealists for whom the only reality is a
spiritual reality (e.g., Hegel). Mitchell doesn't discuss such cases, presumably because of his commitment
to the central materialist principles mentioned earlier: i.e., that the brain has, at least, something to do with
the mind; that each mental state has a concomitant brain state, and so on.

44 SGM, p. 5.
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not be accepted-namely, their respective assumptions of what a "thing" is. Mitchell's

point is that, as these assumptions pre-empt the very positions they outline, they cannot

legitimately be said to argue successfully for either position. For this reason, there is no

need to regard either account of mind as adequate on these grounds alone. The notion of

mind is thus, in Mitchell's view, essentially dissimilar in the requirements outlined by both

monist and dualist accounts.

However, in ruling out both materialist and property dualist accounts on grounds of

dissimilarity, what is Mitchell left with? The key, I think, to his account of mind is found in

the following passage:

We do not contract [the minds'] capacity to what we take to be possible for a material
mechanism. The temptation is, no doubt, to put such a limit, though that is really to
invert the actual fact; it is as if we tried to gauge the limits of our thought by the

number of letters in the alphabet and their possible combinations,

For the capacity of the brain has to be inferred from the capacity to experience. It is
only after the meaning of the physical changes has been found, as rù/e find the
meaning of a language, that we can reverse the process and say, by examining the
physical conditions, what sort of experience its owner may possess. Vy'e have first to
read the brain as a correlate of the mind, and only then can we read the mind as a
correlate of the brain. Whatever is possible to the mind is possible to the brain; that is
the assumption. It is very different from one that would limit the power of the mind
by what we can somehow assume to be the capacity of the brain.aT

What can be made of this? Mitchell's claim seems to be that the capacity of minds cannot

(not just shouldn't) be inferred from the capacity of brains. Primafacie this claim seems to

indicate that Mitchell was no materialist, or at least no simple-minded materialist, despite

the fact that he seems to accept many points that materialists would agree on. The best

interpretation of the overall argument being made here is surprisingly contemporary.

The sticking point that he has with materialism is the same as that of the "new

mysterians" (Nagel, Chalmers, McGinn, Searle). These theorists do not deny that brain

science is crucial for understanding mind; they just think that materialism ignores the

importance of subjective experience. This interpretation of Mitchell's overall concerns

would make sense of his preoccupation with "experience", his feeble attacks on

47 SGM, pp. 5-6.
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materialism, and his endorsement of some of the key elements of materialism, such as

supervenience and neural dependence. This makes what we have seen so far consistent

elements of an overall argument. So far, so good.

But Mitchell adds an interesting new dimension to the debate (which I shall discuss in

detail in $8.1 below). In this passage we can see that Mitchell thinks the explanatory

emphasis of materialism is incorrect: taking the mind as the correlate of the brain is, so to

speak, to put the cart before the horse. Mitchell's claim is that the only way in which the

problem of mind can be tackled is by reversing the order of investigation-by not limiting

the investigation at the outset by what is assumed to be true of the brain. To limit the

investigation is like falsely assuming that what can be thought is limited by the alphabet

and its possible combinations. False assumptions at the outset of any inquiry into mind and

brain should, ofcourse, be avoided.

This reverse strategy he adopts, of course, does not preclude the possibility that the mind

has physical antecedents-indeed, that there might be specific physical causes for mental

events, as Mitchell himself admits.48 But admitting this is clearly not the same thing as

saying at the outset that the mind is the same thing as the brain; a conclusion which

Mitchell clearly thinks gets us nowhere on practical grounds alone:

The ideal of the physical explanation of the mind is unsatisfied as long as pain, or
purpose, or any other experience, is included in the cause of our movements. The
ideal [of materialism] being so attractive as well as so distant... it is easy to forget
that, even if it were realised, we should only have completed the physical account.
Because we had rid it of mental factors they would not, of course, be explained away;
there would be everything to help, and nothing to prevent, a mental explanation as

well. ae

This kind of claim raises several points of historical interest, as well as helping us to

understand Mitchell's account of mind. It is clear from this passage, for instance, that

Mitchell repudiates the possibility that mental states, such as qualia and propositional

48 'As there is nothing to limit the deepest thought in supposing that it can be spoken, so there is nothing
derogatory to the mind in assuming that, for every difference in experience and in the power of producing
experience there is a physical difference.' SGM, p. 6.
49 SGM, pp. 8-9.
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must be inferred from the nature of experience. This is supported by the claim that it can't

be inferred from anything else: i) not from spatial entities ('Is the idea of a mile longer than

the idea of an inch?'); ii) not from sense organs ('we cannotperceive another's experience,

but only physical signs from which we infer it';; sz iii) and not from what can be

supposedly transferred directly from one to another-i.e., like that claimed for telepathy ('it

is never a thought that is transferred ... but a duplicate that is made. And how is it known to

be like another's?').58 Following from this is a conclusion that, according to Mitchell, tums

on an inference to the best explanation: that the nature of mind must be inferred from the

having of experience itself-thus, idealism.

Mitchell makes the point in order 'to distinguish between mental and physical facts'. 5e

But the very claim that mental facts are distinguishable from physical facts is question-

begging; a thorough-going materialist would claim that there are only physical facts

properly so-called-specifically, facts about brain events. It may, of course, be admitted

that there is some sort of conceptual difference between brain events and mental states (as

even physicalists, like Smart and Armstrong, admit), but this difference need not constitute

a difference infact (where it does constitute a difference in fact, it may be argued that this

is a reducible fact-type-identical to its material causal antecedents). Thus, Mitchell's

claim that there is a need to distinguish physical and mental facts is far from intuitively

obvious as a support for idealism.

Each of the claims he makes in support of the idealist premises can, of course, be easily

criticised; especially given the hindsight of arguments for materialism developed much

later. The claim that mind cannot be inferred from spatial properties, for example, is clearly

flawed: the alleged unintelligibility of measuring 'the ideas of an inch and a mile' is clearly

premised on the assumption that mental states are not able to be compared. But this, of

course, begs the very issue in dispute. Were mental states identifiable with brain states of

certain tyrpes then demonstrably there might be grounds for comparison (obscure though

that comparison might be).

57 LM, p. 5.

58 LM, p. 6.

59 Loc. cit.
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The argument that mental states require inference is fair enough but even on the most

generous interpretation of this point, it need not imply idealist conclusions: mental states

might be accessible by inference for perfectly legitimate physical reasons (involving the

organisms' access to certain bodily states for example-internal scanning mechanisms, as

Armstrong might have it); none of this need imply that the only access to the mind is

through experience itself as Mitchell claims.

His point about mind not being accessible via direct person-to-person contact (like

mechanisms of telepathy) seems, on the face of it, to be implausible: demonstrably direct

accessibility to one's own mental states by means of another seems to occur-not by

telepathic means, of course, nor by those of "copying" thoughts-but by means of

simulation; i.e., running one's own belief states "off-line". Indeed, there is considerable

empirical and philosophical work currently being done demonstrating precisely this

capacity. 60

The argument thus seems to hinge on three points: that the mind is unable to be inferred

from physical events; that it is unable to be inferred from the senses; and that it is unable to

be understood "directly" by some kind of simulation. However, each point in the argument

can be seriously questioned, Mitchell's argument from idealism, I submit, fails in its

present form,

However, there is another motivation for Mitchell's argument which is not brought out in

the above discussion: it is the motivation simply to avoid a facile form of materialism. This

is, I think, the key to his overall argument and concerns, and this at least can be staunchly

maintained even if his arguments to this conclusion fail. The motivation is this: the

supervenience thesis may well be true (Mitchell admits as much, as rwe have seen), but even

if every mental state-every "experience"-þ¿s a conesponding brain state, this need not

mean that one must accept the slide from this to an account which permits only brain states

as one's only legitimate ontological category. Idealism's failure, in other words, is not

necessarily materialism's success. Further arguments need to be advanced for us to accept

identity theory, token or tlpe materialisms, functionalist or eliminativist accounts, as being

60 See Martin Davies and T. Stone (eds) Mental Simulation, (1995)
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the only legitimate accounts of mind. This remains true today.

Having presumed to have rejected materialist accounts, Mitchell sets out to present his

or,¡/n account, which he says combines the assumption of materialism with the conclusion of

dualism,6l This gives us an insight as to his overall interest: to reposition experience as the

most important ontological category. And, curiously, as we shall see, this has much in

common with contemporary approaches in cognitive science.

His strategy is as follows: he aims to admit the supervenience thesis, and combine this

with the view that the mind is, as he puts it, 'over and above the physical process'.ó2 The

strategy has two elements: f,rrstly, denying that materialism is the only possible solution to

the problem (even though it may be the solution 'to which common sense is so easily

lead'); 63 and, secondly, showing that there is 'nothìng derogatory in assuming that, for

every difference in experience ... there is a physical difference.' 64 We have just seen how

he attempts a rejection of materialism. What about the second element to his positive

account?

For Mitchell, there is "nothing derogatory" in admitting the supervenience thesis because

supervenience itself can neither be proved nor disproved, and 'cannot cease to be the

ground for the investigation of the brain.' 65 It cannot be proved nor disproved without

assuming materialism (which he rejects). It cannot cease to be a ground for investigation of

the brain because we are physical creatures, and our brains do consist of physical events

which can be independently studied-a point he is more than happy to accept.66 From the

claim that materialism is not an option, therefore, it follows (Mitchell argues) that nothing

can be infened from the supervenience claim which can influence one's understanding of

experience.

His argument seems to trade on the possibility that an alternative account which is not

6l SGM, p. 8.

62 SGM, p. 7.

63 SGM, p. 3.

64 SGM, p. 6.

65 SGM, p. 7.

66 Indeed, he exhorts us to take the supervenience claim literally: 'The more frankly you take it the better,
and especially if your studies are at an early stage, when brain and mind have a vague meaning to you.
When you try to picture the structure and the action of the mind, remember that you are trying to picture
the structure and action of the nervous system.' Loc. cit.
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strongly materialist-yet which allows for supervenience of mental events on brain

events-is the position which will best account for experience. In our present century

others, such as Nagel, have also taken the line of admitting supervenience whilst arguing

against strong materialism.6T But do his arguments rule out other kinds of materialism?

Weaker materialist accounts, "Type 2 physicalisms" as Chalmers calls them-for example,

those of Davidson, Sellars, etc.,-also admit that mental events require a special kind of

explanatory autonomy, yet they are certainly materialist in spirit. N{itchell's argument so far

does not rule out other materialist alternatives.

Mitchell's argument, however, is that the supervenience thesis can be admitted with no

implication that materialism is true. Moreover, because materialism has been rejected, it is

reasonable to assume that the mind qua experience does play a crucial role in one's daily

life (i.e., it is not epiphenomenal). Thus, the experiential thesis can also be admitted. The

crux of his analysis is that the supervenience thesis does not contradict the importance of

the claim that experience is the central ontological category (the experiential thesis). Let us

now consider Mitchell's positive account.

8. Mitchell's Philosophy of Mind, The Positive Account

The way Mitchell argues that we look at the problem is by reversing the order of the

inquiry. Instead of asking what brain states are responsible for which mental states (which

already begs the question in favour of materialism in his view); he takes the unusual

strategy of asking that we do the reverse-asking specifically what the conditions are in

experience which bring about given specific neurological phenomena, For Mitchell, in

other words, 'the capacity of the brain has to be inferred from the capacity to experience. ...

whatever is possible to the mind is possible to the brain; that is the assumption.' 68 Mitchell

means that we take this "assumption" quite literally: we should undertake to understand the

mind first by a "direct" appeal to experience, and only then apply this understanding to

67 Nagel clearly accepts supervenience: '[M]ental properties would be at least supervenient on the
physical-a particular type of physical process being a sufficient but not inevitably a necessary condition
of a particular type of mental process.'Nagel (1986), p. 48.
68 SGM, p. 5.
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v/hat capacities are possible for the brain (the "indirect" account).

It is an odd assumption from the perspective of contemporary materialism; and, also no

doubt, from that of neurology. It is especially odd from the perspective of eliminativism,

which regards "the capacity to experience" as being a completely misleading and vacuous

notion-in fact, no capacity at all! But, any criticism along eliminativist lines would be to

compare two very unlike theories from different centuries; a surely unfair contest-granting

eliminativism for the moment to be a worthwhile theory of mind. (Mitchell would almost

certainly have considered eliminativism as the most foolhardy of ontological attitudes; but

this is idle speculation and not relevant here.) Instead of criticising his claim from a vantage

point of contemporary accounts, a more productive strategy would be to take his argument

where it leads and evaluate the outcome from the perspective of Mitchell's own theory of

mind in terms of consistency and plausibility. As we shall see, there are surprising gains to

be made from Mitchell's approach which put arguments from contemporary accounts into

some sort of perspective.

8.I The Argument from The Structure of Experience

It is at this point that Mitchell advances a most curious argument. I shall call it the

argument from the structure of experienc¿. It rests on the following assumption: accepting

the point that mind is neither adequately explained by a monist, nor a dualist attitude,

Mitchell advances an amalgam of the two which combines 'the assumption of the one with

the conclusion of the other' (i.e., the "supervenience" claim from monism and the

"separateness of mind" claim from dualism). The resulting account is what we might now

describe as an argument for a form of non-epiphenomenal (i.e., causally interactive)

property dualism. It is an account which rests well with the current views of the new

mysterians.

The argument, as far as I can understand it, is this: take any mental state (say "pain"),

The supervenience thesis simply says that for every mental state there is a physical state.

However, the arguments against materialism deny that a materialist account is sufficient for

an explanation of experience, even if it is also admitted that the supervenience thesis should

be taken seriously. Even taking supervenience seriously, however, experiences like "pain"
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So the natural method does more than simply provide a tactically useful strategy, it actually

provides guidance at other levels. Both the fine and rough-grained descriptions from

phenomenology enable a richer psychology or neurology to be possible. This claim is

further supported by another contemporary philosopher, Robert Van Gulick:

The more that we can articulate structure within the phenomenal realm, the greater

the chances for physical explanation; without structure we have no place to attach our
explanatory "hooks". There is indeed a residue that resists explanation, but the more

that we can explain relationally about the phenomenal realm, the more the residue

shrinks towards zero. Though I admit that we are as yet a long way from that.Ta

There may be a long way to go-but that is neither here nor there; Mitchell would certainly

agree with the task being diffrcult. The point is, however, that there is some value in the

reverse method that Mitchell describes. It enables us to recognise places on to which our

other explanations can "hook". Structure in the phenomenological realm is not something

to be "quined", but fostered. For it is the structure of the mind's operations which allow

detailed accounts at other levels to develop. Mitchell too invites us to consider the structure

of experience as a means by which we can find 'coincident happenings in the brain'. At

some points he seems to be claiming that while much is yet to emerge from the physical

explanation of consciousness, the material from the phenomenological level is "all before

us" (and hence, we must take advantage of this):

[I]n order to speciff the physical process, many things have still to be discovered-
how, for instance, an impulse is conducted in a nerve-fibre-vsþs¡s¿s it is otherwise
in speciffing the general description of an experience. Here the material is all before
us, though skill in observing, not to say in experimenting, is required in order to
distinguish and name the factors that are felt in it. 75

For another example of this kind of approach in the contemporary literature consider

Gerald Edelman's neurophysiological account of consciousness given in The Remembered

74 Rob"rt Van Gulick, 'Understanding the Phenomenal Mind: Are we all just Armadillos?', in
Consciousness: Psychological and Philosophical Essays, M. Davies and G. W. Humphreys (eds), (1993),
p.145.
75 scvt, p. 35.

186



Present (1989) and other papers. Edelman takes seriously that qualia might be genuinely

descriptive of contents which may later be capable of non-reductive neurological analysis.

He makes a number of points which render him sympathetic to a "natural" method of the

kind Mitchell had in mind, and also an account of qualia as real (i.e., sui generis )

properties which are crucial in developing an adequate account of mind. In addition,

however, he also argues that acknowledging qualia in individuals other than ourselves (i.e.,

other phenomenological existents) is important for developing a "scientific" approach to

mind. Contemporary accounts of mind, apparently, have moved on from the hollow

perspectives of 1960's identity theory or 1970's eliminativism. The motto for contemporary

accounts in cognitive science might be: don't quine qualia-not even in other minds:

As a basis for a theory of consciousness, it is sensible to assume that, just as in
ourselves, qualia exist in other conscious beings, whether they are considered as

scientific observers or as subjects. ... We can then take human beings to be the best
canonical referent for the study of consciousness. This is justified by the fact that
human subjective reports (including those about qualia), actions and brain structures
can all be coruelated. After building a theory based on the assumption that qualia
exist in human beings, we can then look anew at some of the properties of qualia
based on these correlations. It is our ability to report and correlate while individually
experiencing qualia that opens up the possibility of a scientific investigation of
consciousness. 76

So not only do qualia exist (not just "seem" to exist), they are also central to doing science

of the mind. Of course, it is not difficult to see how this kind of strategy would receive

sympathy from the new mysterians, for they have been arguing for the importance of qualia

all along! It is interesting that increasingly more cognitive scientists and philosophers seem

to be taking Mitchell's strategy seriously.

Mitchell's strategy, like Flanagan's, Edelman's and Van Gulick's, is a "natural method"

which aims to map phenomenological and empirical descriptions onto each other. Indeed, it

was perhaps the first philosophical attempt in this direction. Like the others, Mitchell

makes no a priori assumptions about the veracity of each perspective. His aim is to study

both the "direct".and "indirect" explanation of experience and see what insights each

76 Gerald Edelman, Bright Air, Brittiant Fire, (1992),p. I15. Quoted in David Chalmers, The Conscious
Mind, (1996),p. ll7.
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everyday lives. Accordingly, it is to a discussion of direct experiences to which we now

turn. As we shall see, this is the richest and most rewarding part of Mitchell's philosophy.

9. Conclusion

What can be concluded from this brief examination of the work of William Mitchell?

Firstly, we might be reminded of the point-familiar to philosophers-that "the more

things change the more things stay the same", Some of the early Australian philosophers, it

seems, were well aware of subtle issues concerning the question of mind and content-

issues still very much discussed today. Secondly, we might note that some of the early

philosophers knew about the importance of the brain sciences for any adequate account of

cognition; contrary to popular belief, they were not all vapid idealists.s3 This point seems to

support my claim that Mitchell stands mid-way between the concerns of the idealists and

the later rise of the Australian materialists.

Thirdly, it seems that a compelling case could be made that Mitchell preempted the

position of the "nev/ mysterians" and presented an interesting case for why no simplistic

materialist theory of the mind could possibly be true-without, at least, taking

consciousness seriously. It could even be argued that he presented a very early case for the

importance of the "direct" study of the mind-the study of sensory qualia as a means of

understanding the nature of mind-to the later emergence of what we now call cognitive

science. Finally, it seems likely that, some weak arguments notwithstanding, a reassessment

of the value of some of the early Australian philosophers might need to be made. It is often

said that philosophy in Australia began with John Anderson in 1927 .It is also said that 'an

unconventionality keeps showing up in Australian work from Anderson's arrival

onwards'.84 When the work of William Mitchell is taken into consideration, it seems that

neither of these claims is quite right. There wcs philosophy being done in Australia prior to

Anderson, and it seemed tobe very unconventional,

83 Another Australian philosopher, Samuel Alexander, apparently claimed in Space, Time and Deity
(1920) that every mental process is a neurological process.
84 ted Honderlich, The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, (1995), p. 67 .
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sense. (This, Mitchell describes as a cognitive interesl.) a Alternatively, the interest in

buses might bring great happiness, quite independently of whether or not it gives rise to

practical and cognitive interests. In this sense, the interest gives rise to feelings. (For

example, the warm glow of satisfaction that a bus enthusiast feels when he sees one.) In

this case, the interest might be taken as synonymous with the feeling-as, for example, an

interest in one's pain is tantamount to relief from feeling it. The notion of "feeling" is

understood as a kind of experience for which there is 'nothing more instinctive in our

mental action'; i.e., a primary kind of experience, uncluttered by high-level concepts and

knowledge. This shows Mitchell's debt to Bradley and James. (Mitchell describes

"feeling" an intrinsic interest.) s

The term "feeling" can likewise be used as a generic term to cover "interests" in certain

circumstances (as explained above as "intrinsic interest"). However, another use of

"feeling" applies to an interest which is not directed at anything, but merely involves the

use of one's sensory organs-the experience that results from simply seeing, hearing,

touching and tasting-the so-called "special sensations", as Mitchell calls them. 6 All this

can be summarised by grouping the terms under the heads of intrinsic, practical and

cognitive interests, and using the terminology "wide sense" and "narrow sense".

2. I Intrinsic Interests

Írtrinsic interests include all feelings (both wide and narrow senses). Summarised

. Feeling (wide sense): phenomenological states which arise from the exercise of one's
interests in relation to certain objects (for example, seeing buses; falling in love).

4 Ibid., p. 9s.
5 sGM, p.96.
6 Th. "special sensations" are discussed in SGM, p. 85-6. Included among them are 'sight, sound,
movement, heat, cold, smell, taste'.
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. Feeling (natow sense): phenomenological states which arise from the exercise of one's

sensory organs simpliciter (heat, cold, smell, taste, sight, sound, movement). [The "special

sensations"].

2.2 Practical Interests

Practical interests include interests in the wide sense. Summarised as

. Interest (wide sense): each and every kind of experience: thoughts, feelings and cognitive
states (representational, intentional, phenomenological, etc.) This term covers all mental
states simpliciter and may be a spur to action.

2. 3 Cognitive Interests

Cognitive interests include both interests in the narrow sense and thoughts in the wide and

nanow senses. Summarised as:

. Interest (narrow sense): The cognitive state of being interested in something which may
give rise to action (e.9., a belief that one's house is on fire).

. Thought (narrow sense): high-level cognitive states which need not give rise to action but
may do (for example, appreciation of the elegance of a mathematical formula or a

propositional attitude).

. Thought (wide sense): all and everykind of experience: thoughts, feelings and cognitive
states (representational, intentional, phenomenological, etc.) This term covers all mental
states simpliciter and may be a spur to action.

However described, each of the features plays a role in the overall experiential economy of

humans and, to some degree, animals too. They can, on Mitchell's accounts be isolated as

distinct features of experience, but only by abstracting from the process of experiencing

itself. Most often, the features occur together and are not normally sensibly distinguished.

(This is true with the "generic" senses: for instance, feeling in the wide sense blurs with

interest in the wide sense; thought in the wide sense and interesl in the wide sense are

indistinguishable). For this reason, the term "thought" can be profitably substituted with

the term "action", as it is the spur to action which distinguishes some thoughts and

interests from others. The three features are thus best described as feeling, interest and

action. (along with the substitutable terms intrinsic interests, practical interests and
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always available to introspection. Interests, by contrast, are sometimes conscious and

sometimes not. Thoughts qua thoughts are not conscious at all, though their contents might

be.

By "consciousness", Mitchell has in mind two separate things: i) as a notion

synonymous with "experience" in its concrete manifestation-as in, for example, when we

say we are conscious of having a pain in the leg; and, ii) as an abstract notion which

separates, in effect, our experience of being conscious from the "contents" of our

consciousness-i.e., "self-consciousness" vis-á-vis the object(s) of consciousness. He

brings this second conception out in the following passage:

We separate consciousness from its "contents" as if it were something by itself or in
addition to them. We speak as it were a light thrown outward on things and inward on
ourselves; and again as a platform on which ideas and other contents appear, combine,
contend, and from which they disappear; and ì,¡/e are even apt to personi$r it, making it a
spectator of its contents, or otherwise busy among them. 17

Mitchell has no time for the second sense of consciousness. He regards this as a kind of

conceptual confusion: 'we might as well separate experience from what we experience.

There is no experience that is an experience of nothing'. In the same sense, he tells us

'when I am conscious I am always conscious of definite something or other; and this is

called the content of my experience or consciousness'.18

The difficulty he has with this conception of consciousness is that it seems redundant: "I

am conscious of' simply means, "I know" or "I think". There is no further thing which

would count as the "content" of the thinking or the knowing.

'What, 
then, is the role of consciousness? If, in one sense, consciousness is synonymous

with feeling, and in another sense it is redundant (in that it falsely abstracts the content of

our consciousness from the experience of it), what possible role could the notion serve?

17 scM, pp. lo.
18 scM, p. ll.
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the third shows that something can look ttre s¿une, (i.e., 'non-representational similarities'

can occur) despite the variatio,n in what is represented.

The first example, 'additional characterisation,' can occur in a number of situations even

when experiencing one object on successive occasions. Sometimes this is known as the

phenomenon of 'size constancy.' A distant object under certain viewing conditions, to take

an example, can actually seem larger than the optically represented size on the basis of that

perceived distance. However, one can usually operate satisfactorily in the world by

ignoring such changes in apparent size.

This phenomenon has some explanation in the psychological literature. Objects normally

become smaller when seen as being distant; however, when viewing conditions are

disturbed by features such as atmospheric mist, apparent distance of an object can be

exaggerated. (This occurs when viewing the moon: the presence of an horizon within the

field of view causes the moon to appear larger there than it does at the zenith.) aa When

this happens, the brain compensates for the decrease in retinal image by correspondingly

enlarging the distant object. This occasions a discrepancy between the true distance and the

apparent distance, and the apparent perceptual dimensions of the object is thus distorted.

So an object can be experienced as both larger than and smaller than it should be on the

basis of its represented size.45

In underwater situations this size constancy effect is very pronounced. Even very

familiar objects, such as a diver's hand can seem too big, or too close. It is unlikely,

however, that such experiences can be explained entirely in terms of the brain's

enlargement of the retinal image, as the experience of distant objects under unusual

viewing conditions. Such objects as one's own hand seem too familiar as objects and could

experiences: 'A stereophonic recording of a wave breaking sounds quite different from a monoaural

recording, even if one cannot locate aurally the direction of the components of the whole sound.' ibid., p. 14.

44 My thanks to Roger McCaf for pointing this out.
45 S."' H. E. Ross, Perception and Behaviour in Strønge Environments, (1974),pp 54- 56. passim.
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Mitchell has an interesting point here. Not even imaginary worlds in literature are

completely divorced from some real-world inspiration: art may not simply represent

reality, as some philosophers have claimed; mimesis may not be the best understanding of

the nature of aesthetic experience. But it seems outrageous to say that art has no bearing at

all on real-world actions and events and subjective experiences based on those events.

Even non-representational and abstract art surely says something about the artist's object-

or subject-experiences, regardless of how oblique that might be. Even the least

representational of the arts-for example, a flamenco dance movement or a piece of

sombre Russian music-is triggered by some primary experience of the artist, such as a

mood or sensual feeling: the exuberance and excitement of the Spanish resistance, or the

oppressive weight of Soviet tyranny.

This is not to say, however, that we are clear about the application of the terms

"knowledge" and "thought" to our experiences. Indeed, according to Mitchell, these terms

are often used indiscriminately to apply to each other. V/e might say that we "know" that

Hamlet loves Ophelia when we read Shakespeare, for example. Nothing of the sort is true,

according to Mitchell, except in a derived sense. We merely think that Hamlet loves

Ophelia and no more. (The only person to whom it can be said that they knew that Hamlet

loves Ophelia is the creator of the work.) Were a plausible new interpretation of

Shakespeare's play to come about, we would not hesitate in revising our thoughts. (Much

of literary criticism, philosophy, art theory, etc., are disciplines which are concemed with

the changing of thoughts in these matters-i.e., through intelligent discussion and revision

of aesthetic assumptions.)

According to Mitchell, the cause of this confusion is the conflation of thought and

object:

Our experience is of self and object, but not one and the other as if both were
objects, or as if one could be had without the other. It is of the two in relation: it is an
experience of an object by a self, and so of the attitude of a self toward an object.
The experience of an object is never without our experience of self, and the
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are also concerned with more mundane claims about the real world and the nature of things

in the world (for instance, how clouds form, or how human and animal behaviour is to be

understood). While intellectual interests are best seen in the case of the sciences, Mitchell

tells us that his account 'applies to our interest in any kind of obj ect' . e2

Mitchell regards the sciences as seeking truths which are, to some extent, independent of

one's desires and practical needs. The extent to which one's intellectual interests are

independently truth-seeking defines them as intrinsic; the extent to which they are not

defines them as extrinsic. He defines intellectual interests as follows:

The interest is not the same for every kind of truth, but varies with the importance of the
truth, so far as we know it. Very often this is its value for an interest other than
knowledge. Our interest in it is then extrinsic. But the value of a truth may be theoretical,
purely intellectual, intrinsic. We have a greater interest in one historical or scientific
discovery than another, and in formulae, laws, exceptions, than in truths that seem

merely isolated and incidental. This intrinsic value of a truth belongs to it as part of a

system, and as a means of determining other truths. It is relatively, not purely or
absolutely, intrinsic. e3

We have already seen how Mitchell's epistemology links with his endorsement of a subtle

coherence theory of truth (hinted at in this passage) and an internalist theory of interests

and knowledge acquisition (also implied here). Mitchell seems to be claiming that

intellectual interests have a role in determining scientific progress, in some sense, by

delimiting the boundaries of speculative and intellectual inquiry. They do this by

determining what theories we should hold in both a formal and practical sense: i.e., it is

intrinsic interests-not inductive certainty, evidence, truth-likeness, or any other criteria-

which determine what scientific theories, laws and formulas we should hold, and which are

"isolated and incidental". The difhculty which arises is that this criterion also opens the

way for relationalism: interests vary and, thus, so must the "intrinsic value of truths". In

92 Loc. cit.
93 scM, p. 66
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10.3 Purely intrinsic interests

This category covers our aesthetic interests. It covers the kind of interests we have which

are independent of intellectual and object concerns. It includes emotions, feelings,

religious interests, social interests and aesthetic values. Mitchell describes them thus:

Our primary and ultimate interest is not in things to be known, nor in things to be done,

used or avoided, but in things that are enjoyed or the reverse. ... This group is so

heterogeneous that, except the word intrinsic, I do not think that we have another to
denote it, especially as we include in it sensuous pleasures and pains, 99

This class of interests corresponds to the distinctions, made earlier, which was concerned

with feeling, interest and action. However, this group just outlined corresponds to general

classes of human responses toward objects we set before us, not to psychological types.

11. Conclusion

In this chapter, we have seen how Mitchell understands the structure of experience. We

saw that he divides the forms and functions of experience into intrinsic, practical and

cognitive interests which have both narrow and wide dimensions. We have seen how each

of these dimensions corresponds to various contemporary distinctions which are made

between qualia, perceptions and propositional contents or judgements (the work of

Peacocke and Millar was discussed in this connection). We then saw how, for Mitchell, the

thought-ladenness of experience cannot be understood in terms which some contemporary

philosophers assume. lndeed, \rye saw that Mitchell argued for subtle distinctions to be

made between the contents of experience, of which "thoughts" are only one aspect. In

support of this conclusion, we saw that Mitchell held there to be a distinction between

object- and subject-experiences, but also argued that this distinction does not compromise

99 scv, p. oa
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Ghapter 7, The Gourse of Experience

The facts must be found in the nature of experience. If
we say that the mind grows, it is because there is
growth in experience; and if we say that there is a mind
at all, it is because the nature of experience demands it.

SGM P. 8

1. Introduction

The structure of experience is a different matter from the course of experience. It is the

latter which is the concem of this chapter. For Mitchell, the course of experience is a

matter of psychological and intellectual development. The structure of experience, by

contrast, is a matter of understanding the mental taxonomy specific to a certain species

(i.e., the conditions for the possibility of experience for that species). We have just seen

that Mitchell thinks the conditions for the possibility of experience are the functions and

forms of experience: feeling, interest and thought or action.

There are some other differences between the structure of experience and the course of

experience. The structure of experience doesn't change and develop; however, as we shall

see, the course of experience does. The structure of experience is multi-aspect; the course

of experience is not. While attention to the structure of experience informs Mitchell's

epistemology, attention to the finer points of the course of experience informs Mitchell's

metaphysic of mind.

2. The Course and Growth of Experience

The course of experience is different from the growth of experience. 
'We 

shall deal with the

growth of experience in detail in Chapters 8-10. The former can best be described, in



contemporary terrns, as an epistemic engine.' it consists of the means by which experience

represents the world; it also deals with how parts of an experience are associated; i.e., the

extent to which experiences are either consciously or unconsciously series-like. The latter

consists of the extent to which experience changes over time and becomes "new". Mitchell

explains the course of experience like this:

We may define a single course of experience as one that directs itself, every next stage in
it being determined by the present one. I

He is clear in this passage that the course of experience is, to some extent at least, series-

like. Later, we shall evaluate the meaning of this claim and the nature of seriality as

Mitchell understands it. As we shall see, there are two conceptions of experience being

series-like that we shall need to distinguish.

By contrast, he explains the growth of experience in these terms:

[T]he mind grows by its own working, and its way of working reveals its organisation.
We know, for example, by means of what we have known before; but how we use this
knowledge without having to think about it, and how it gives depth of feeling, how we
seize a point, how we hold a mass of knowledge in a single thought, and drive new
courses to results that surprise ourselves, these are questions ofthe organisation that our
minds have learnt to take. 2

The growth of experience is clearly about the development and maturation of experience

from one level to another-to "results that surprise ourselves". The course of experience is

about the progress of experience from one momenl to the next. The former implies a sense

of maturation; the latter implies a sense of psychological and temporal connection and

flo*.

An example of the course of experience is when one experiences the decreasing light

toward evening (with each moment of the experience having slightly less light than the

I sGM, p. 83

2 scvt, p. to7
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answer a question immediately, or grasp a point at once, there is some time involved'. a So

"immediate" experience is not really immediate at all. We cannot maintain a principled

distinction on this basis, according to Mitchell.

He also notes, however, that we do not normally contrast the length of time involved

when we make the distinction between immediate experience and the course of experience;

instead, we contrast the degree of mediation, i.e., the extent to which cognition or inference

is involved in each case-in other words, the extent to which experience is passively or

actively constructed or influenced by our minds. This leads naturally to the issue of

constructivism. A "constructed" experience would be mediate, not immediate, in

Mitchell's terms; thus, if all experience is constructed, there is, again, no principled

distinction to be made between mediate and immediate experience. I shall turn to a brief

discussion of constructivism as it is relevant to Mitchell's claims about mediate

experience.

3.2 Constructivism

What is a "constructed" experience? This is easy to explain. If my experience of a dog is

immediate and direct (as the sense-data theorists and positivists contend) it requires no

construction by the mind. On this view, experiences consist, partly at least, of intervening

coloured sensa which provide the non-epistemic foundations for experience. (Feyerabend's

identification of a dog as "canoid patches of colour" makes light of this view.) s On the

other hand, if my experience is mediate, it does require construction by the mind.

It is plain that experience is mediate to some degree: at least, I certainly require the

concept of a dog to see a dog-if I didn't have the concept, it is doubtful that I could

distinguish a dog from its surrounding background. I can't see what I can't identify; and to

4 Loc, cit.
5 See, P. K. Feyerabend, 'An Attempt at a Realistic Interpretation of Experienc e', in Realism, Rationalism
and Scientific Method, (1981).
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identify something I require some amount of knowledge of what it is. So experiences

require concepts--or some other method of meaningful identification. The argument to this

conclusion is neatly summarised by H. I. Brown:

Consider a relatively common, everyday instance of perception, such as my seeing my
typewriter. Now, in order to see that this object is a typewriter, it is not suffrcient that I
just look at it; it is necessary that I already know what a typewriter is. Simply glancing at

objects with normal eyesight will undoubtedly stimulate my retina, initiate complex
electro-chemical processes in my brain and nervous system, and perhaps even result in
some conscious experience, but it will not supply me with meaningful information about
the world around me. In order to derive information from perception, it is necessary that
I be able to identifu the objects that I encounter, and in order to identifu them it is

necessary that I already have available a relevant body of information.6

So we need, firstly, a "relevant body of information" in order to see anything; even banal

things, like tlpewriters. And to have a relevant body of information we need concepts.

Secondly, in order that I see a dog, I must believe something about my experience (for

instance, believe that there is something dog-like before me). Seeing a patch of colour is

thus tantamount to believing, or otherwise knowing, that something is in my field of view.

Thus, experience also requires epistemic categories, such as beliefs. Thirdly. as we shall

soon see, on some accounts it is even argued that language and meaning are involved in

the construction of experience too. This intuition is motivated by the idea that one must

have a token in one's head (a "proposition") which represents that thing. Some

philosophers go further and even identify an experience with the belief content represented

by the proposition. 'We 
need the proposition to have the experience; were this not so then

one would not be able to identify the thing at all. Hence, Alan Millar:

... it is tempting to regard experiences as being, like beliefs, intentional states, that is,
states which have a representational content specifiable by means of propositional

6 H. L Bro*n, Perception, Theory ancl Commitment, (1977),pp. 8l-2.
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clauses. To say that a subject has an experience of a ø before him is to say that it
seems or appears to the subject that there is a ø before him.7

Clearly, if experience is constructed of concepts, beliefs and language, it is not

"immediate" at all, but mediated-and mediated by some quite sophisticated epistemic

categories.

One can clearly see the motivation and reasons for thinking that experience is mediate.

Some philosophers take such useful insights to extremes, however. It is one thing to say

that some experiences have aspects which are mediated by concepts, beliefs and meanings;

it is another thing to say that experiences are fully constituted (i.e., "constructed") of such

things-that there is nothing more to experience than the concepts, beliefs and meanings

that mediate them. We shall shortly see some examples where this tradition is taken to

those extremes.

The point of the constructivism thesis is that experience certainly is mediated. There are

no "immediate" experiences. All experiences require concepts, beliefs and perhaps even

language. In other words, there's more to seeing than meets the eyebalL s It would seem

that one even requires epistemic categories when one sees things that have no clear shape

or location. When I see the blue of the sþ, for example, I require the concept of blue to

identify the colour. Otherwise, how would I distinguish blue things from non-blue things

(e.g., white clouds)? Alan Chalmers has outlined this point clearly in arguing against the

failings of an inductivist theory of knowledge:

From all the perceptual experiences of an observer arising from the sense of sight, a

certain set of them (those conesponding to the perceptual experiences arising from
sightings of red objects) will have something in common. The observer, by inspection of
the set, is somehow able to discern the common element in these perceptions, and come
to understand this common element as redness. In this way, the concept "red" is arrived
at through observation, This account contains a serious flaw. It assumes that from all the
infinity of perceptual experiences undergone by an observer, the set of perceptual

7 A. Millu., 'What's in a Look?,' (1985), pp. 83-4.

8 Thir is Hanson's famous dicturrU now adopted as the rallying cry of those sympathetic to inference at all
levels of cognition. See N. R. Hanson, Patterns of Discovery, Q975),p.4.
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experiences arising from the viewing of red things is somehow available for inspection.

But that set does not select itself. What is the criterion according to which some

perceptual experiences are included in the set and others excluded? The criterion, of
course, is that only perceptions of red objects are included in the set. The account
presupposes the very concept, redness, the acquisition of which it is meant to explain. ...

The claim that the concept "red" is delivered from experience and from nothing else is

false. e

Of course, there are somewhat different claims being made here, and it would be wrong to

conflate them. It is one thing to ask how some terms (e.g., "red") used in application to an

experience have acquired their meaning as concepts. It is quite another to inquire whether

experiences can be had without conceptual mediation. But it is clear that if all experience

requires knowledge and concepts, then again all experiences are mediate-even a "simple"

experience, like that of the colour red. So it would appear that experiences aren't "built up"

by collections of immediate sensations, according to this view: they are mediated by "high-

level" sources-such as beliefs and concepts, instead. All "seeing"-so the argument

goes-requires concepts and background beliefs. The language expressed here is different,

but the point is the same to that just made in the context of Mitchell's work. All

experience, according to the view just presented, is to some degree mediate.

This is known, in contemporary terms, as the inferential and non-inferential distinction.

Those who hold that, at some level, experience is largely non-inferential (e.g., sense-data

theorists or positivists), think that there is a principled distinction to be made between

immediate and non-immediate (mediate) experience. Those that don't-and I have hinted

that Mitchell is somewhat sympathetic to this view----claim that there is no distinction at

all. All content, for the inferentialist, is non-immediate, in the sense that it always involves

inference from sophisticated background beliefs and concepts.l0

9 A.U. Chalmers, I4/hat is this Thing Called Science? (1982),pp.29-30.Italics mine.
l0 Hu.-utt gives a useful statement of this radical view: 'Knowledge of the world is based on inference. If
there is knowledge of the world in perception, then there is inference in perception. If one is not conscious of
the inference, then there is unconscious inference. Ifit would have to have been instantaneous, then inference
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Like Churchland, Wilfred Sellars holds to the radical view of psychological nominalism:

that there is no awareness outside what can be expressed in the terms of a theoretically and

epistemically loaded language. Sellars, for instance, claims that:'all awarenesses of sorfs,

resemblances, facts, etc., in short, all awarenesses of abstract entities-indeed, all

awareness even of particulars-is a linguistic affair'.15

N. R. Hanson too argues for the view that there is a "linguistic" factor in seeing-in his

words: 'Unless there were this linguistic element, nothing we ever observed could have

relevance for our knowledge. We could not speak of significant observations: nothing seen

would make sense'. Elsewhere, he claims:

Our visual sensations may be 'set' by language forms; how else could they be

appreciated in terms of what we know? Until they are so appreciated they do not
constitute observation: they are more like the buzzing confusion of fainting or the vacant
vista of aimless staring through a railway window. Knowledge of the world is not a

montage of sticks, stones, colour patches and noises but a system of propositions. l6

There are many others who take this inferentialist line, of course. D. M. Armstrong, for

instance, claims that 'the concept of perception is ... definable in terms of such concepts as

knowledge, belief and inclination to believe'.17 Maybe the concepl of perception can be so

defined; but sometimes Armstrong seems to want to say that perception qua perception is

fundamentally belieÊlike too.l8 Other philosophers-J. J. C. Smart for example-are also

sympathetic to this view. There is clearly considerable support for the doctrine oî mediated

l5 W. S"Uu.r, 'Empiricism and the Philosophy of Mind', in Science, Perception and Reality, (1963), p. 160.
16 Hurrro.¡ op. cit.,p.26.
l7 O. V. Armstrong, Perception and the Physical World, (1961): p. l2l.
l8 S"., for example, 'Perception [is] nothing but the acquiring of true or false beliefs ... To perceive that
there is something that is red before us is to acquire the (tn¡e) belief that there is something red before us as a
result of the causal action of that red thing on our minds .... Beliefs involve concepts. Acquiring the belief
that a paficular object is red involves the possession ofthe concept ofred. Possession ofthe concept entails a

general capacity of the perceiver ... to distinguish between things that are red and things that are not red. And
so, a perceptual beliel which involves capacity for selective behaviour ... entails the possession of higher-
order capacities.' op. cit., Armstrong, (1968) p.339, italics mine.
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perceive. The course of experience is not "filtered" as much as dynamically shaped

experience. Experience is jointly informed by both mental constructs and the dyramics of

one's given experiential course.

Mitchell is quite clear about his rejection of the "imposition" story of mental

constructivism. He is clear that, while we always have available to us "suggestions" about

how to manage experiential inputs from which we learn to select (the current status of our

epistemic engine ensures this), what we don't have is an a priori ready-made pattern or

grid which makes possible our ability to experience the world:

The essential thing to understand in any course directed to an end is not that we must
have had the means somewhere in hand, but that we learn to select them, and hit a course
to suit our purpose. We are never in want of suggestions of a sort; to escape from having
them we must go to sleep, or bç prevented from thinking by hard physical labour, or by
paralysing emotions. But to hit the right suggestions without having to think of others is
another matter.22

That said, to a certain extent Mitchell is an inferentialist in the contemporary tradition. The

functions and forms of experience are shapers of experience at various levels depending on

initial inputs received. In this sense, all experience is mediate experience. However, it is

clear that Mitchell is not necessarily going that further step: he is not saying that all

experience is solely characterised by mediate content, as Harman, Hanson, Armstrong,

Feyerabend, Churchland and many other contemporary philosophers, contend. His

position, rather, is that both mediate and immediate experience feature as parts of the

course of experience at different levels of epistemological exchange. Even mediate

experience can become immediate and we would be forgiven for thinking that it never was

other than immediate (such as when an experience becomes so familiar that it "needs no

considering"). But, for Mitchell, experience is a dynamic process-not simply a matter of

beliefs; the structure and content of our "observation language" or 'þropositions"; or the

22 SGIr,t,p. 88.
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nature of conceptualisations we impose on experience. There is no domination of the

"high-level" sophisticated contents over others lower down. Full-blown constructivism,

inotherwords, is unsatisfactory.

It is certainly true, according to Mitchell, that when we 'þonder or reflect", we

experience things differently than when we experience things suddenly by "feeling". But

we can "resolve" to change the course of our experience, by adjusting our level of

consideration. Hence his remark above: "through practice, and other means of learning, a

long course becomes short, and mediate experience immediate". The functions and forms

of experience provide the grounds for active searching of content, depending on our level

of interest at the time. Thus, the distinction between mediate and immediate is not a

principled distinction for Mitchell: it is a bluned and relative distinction. Relative to what?

Relative to our interests and the form and functions of experience. The two things are

closely connected. The central point is that where experiential inputs provide the raw

material for content, the forms and functions of experience provide the structures which

mediate the various inputs for certain epistemological purposes, which can, in turn,

change, develop and grow. Mitchell has in mind something closer to a dynamic process

epistemology than a conception in which high-level inferences impose order on

experience. A neo-Kantian account is thus abandoned by Mitchell in favour of an account

which recognises a dynamism in the process of experiencing the world.

Of course, this is not now a new perspective. We are thoroughly familiar with the

contributions Piaget made to knowledge acquisition earlier last century @iaget made his

contributions some 16 years later than Mitchell). Piaget developed an "active" neo-

Kantianism in the area of developmental psychology. According to Piaget's genetic

epistemology, knowledge is acquired by means of conceptual categories which respond
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through "assimilation and accommodation" to the exigencies of the external world.23 We

are also familiar with the similar developments of Kant's views made by Konrad Lorenz in

the area of evolutionary biology, who argued for Kantian categories being responsive to

selective pressures like other biological features.24 A relatively recent attempt has been

made to apply Piaget's general theory in outlining a coherent philosophy of science which

incorporates notions of dynamic systems with a detailed evolutionary epistemology.25

There have also been recent attempts made to blend Piaget with Fodorian innatism (see

Chapter 8, S6.2.1).26 There is no shortage of positions which aim to "naturalise" Kantian

themes.

However, while not new in the twentieth century, such claims were certainly new in the

mid-nineteenth century when Mitchell was developing his ideas. It could be argued that

Mitchell later anticipated such views in an account which recognised both the plausibility

of mediate theories of experience and the failings of contrary accounts such as sense-data

and, later, positivism, which stressed immediacy and "directness". Importantly, however,

Mitchell also recognised very early the need to keep in perspective the extent of mediation

on the course of experience by emphasising the dynamic nature of the exchange. This is

something contemporary philosophers may well heed.

3.3 Episodic Experience and the Causal Character of Mind

Let us now return to the course of experience in light of these remarks. A single "course"

of experience Mitchell defines as the circumstance when experience directs itself; when

23 J. Píug"t, The Origin of Intelligence in Chilclren, (195a); M. Boden, Piaget, (1979).

24 K.Lot"ro, (1962), 'Kant's Doctrine of the A Priori in the Light of Contemporary Biology', General
Systems Yearbook, Vol. 7. pp. 23-35.
25 S"" C. A. Hooker, A Realist Theory of Science, (1987); see also W. D Ch¡istensen and C. A. Hooker,
(1999), 'An Interactivist-Constructivist Approach to Intelligence: Self-Directed Anticipative Learning'.
26 A. Kur-ilov-Smith, (lgg2), Beyond Modularity: A Developmental Perspective on Cognitive Science.
(ree2)
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'every stage in it [is] determined by the present orte'.21 But the course is not completely

determined by present stages. Growth in experience is as much a function of

environmental inputs as it is of the present stage in the course. Examples he gives of this

include thinking out a problem, repeating from memory, reading a book, carrying out a

desire, or listening to a voice or music. He gives several examples of the general idea of

the course of experience in these terms:

In every instance there is an immediate thought, or feeling, or desire, that does not
satisff us, and we proceed to improve or prolong it till it does. The course may be called
a course of seeking, and of our seeking. It can be called a course of seeking, only if there
is some thought of being better satisfied. Often we do take thought, as when we contrast
our unsatisfliing thoughts, feelings, and desires with what they ought to be, thus setting
them before us. But this needs a human grade of intelligence; ... it is better to continue to
say not that we work on our unsatisfactory experience, but that our experience works
itself, or grows, into the more satisfactory form. You will not suppose, of course, that in
order to gro\ry, an experience, any more than a seed, must find the material for its growth
in its own bosom.28

Mitchell makes no attempt at arguing for this point. He maintains it is simply "obvious"

that most experience is a "self-determined course", i.e, a process. This is compared to the

situation where experience consists of 'a mere succession of experiences ... determined by

casual sensations' ,29 for example, in the case of a sudden, unexpected sensation, such as

flash of light, or an intrusive memory or thought-e.g., in dreaming. However, as we have

seen, he claims that most experience is not like this second kind; it is, instead, generally

process-like in character. We might put this point in contemporary terms by saying that

most experience is episodic, rather than instantaneous and discrete.

The episodic nature of experience has often been cited in support of a number of

different positions, including Darwinian-type arguments against epiphenomenal theories of

mind. These arguments cite examples of the growth of experience which would otherwise

27 scvt, p. s:.
28 scM, pp. 89-90.
29 scvt, p. 84.
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of experience giving way to the next. But, according to Mitchell, even simple sensations

are also complexes:

Every simplest sensation, in addition to the quality from which it takes its name, has

a degree or quantity of the quality, and a degree of vividness, clearness and interest.
These aspects are all felt, for it does not matter that they are not distinguished from
one another, and that the sensation does not analyse itself. With the gradual change
in any one of them, it is felt to alter gradually, and not simply to give way to a new
sensation.34

So even in apparently simple sensations-feelings or quale-there are no clear boundaries

by which experiences can be individuated. Each has intensity, vividness and clearness to

various degrees which we may or may not notice, and which gradually give way to various

other kinds of sensations with which they are associated. Compare this with the writings of

contemporary philosophers on the notion of what the informational content of sensations

provides:

Sensational properties can be further illustrated with the help of the notion of an aspect.
A uniformly red surface looked at from a particular point of view in particular conditions
of light may present a richly variegated pattern of light and shade and hue. ... Often,
perhaps more often than not, we do not notice the colour aspects of the things we look at.

That is one reason why it is diffrcult to paint and draw. But even if in looking at the red
surface we failed to notice the variegated pattern it presents, there remains a sense in
which our experience could be said to register the aspect. Even if we are not attending to
the aspect in a way that would enable us to describe it, our experience would in normal
circumstances have a phenomenal character which would be different if the aspect were
different. A change in the position of the light source, for instance, would alter the aspect
and this would normally produce a change in the phenomenal character of the
experience. Registering the colour aspect in question is a sensational property. 35

What seems to be a simple "sensational property"-.uy, the colour red-is actually a

complex, according to some philosophers. Red has texture, hue, brightness and vividness;

before one hue passes another emerges (imagine, for example, watching a sunset).

Likewise, for Mitchell, agglomerated sensational properties--containing complex

34 Loc. cit.
35 A. Millur, op. cit., pp. 88-89
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"aspects"-are crucial to one level of the course of experience. We need not notice the

different aspects as they change. Furthermore, there are no obvious boundaries of

difference: for example, there is no clear instance of one colour, then the next, and so on.

No matter how short-lived it seems, each phase or 'þulse" of the experience is, it seems,

synchronously crucial to the series and can't be coherently isolated as distinct elements.

Mitchell again explains:

Even the most momentary experience occupies some time and none can be all
represented by a series of sections, however many we take to the second, and though
experience proceeds in pulses. V/e might as well say that a moving object is
represented by a series of biograph pictures that we take in our hands, examine, and
connect in proper order. 36

Stress needs to be placed on the claim here: we might well try to isolate a momentary

experience-sây, the experience of the colour red of a certain brightness and hue-but we

can't represent it as such, except within the course of our experience. This doesn't mean

that experiences can't be thus isolated, only that aspects of their content are lost when we

do so. To isolate a segment of experience from a course (Mitchell calls this "making a

cross-section") is one thing; to claim that its nature is fully characterised by this attempt at

segmentation is quite another; and, as we have just seen, he rejects it.

There is a caveal to add to this: just as experiences are complexes and part of a

synchronous series, so there is always structure to experience; i.e., it seldom has aimless

and pointless elements, even when we do attempt to study them as "biograph pictures". We

might try to see elements of experience as segments of an experiential course (predictably

enough, he calls this "taking a longitudinal section"'¡37 , but Mitchell claims that this does

not compromise the essential unity of experience-i.e., the extent to which the various

36 scIvt, p. t+.
37 Th" discussion occurs in SGM, pp. l3-4.
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To do this, it requires that the organism, in Mitchell's terms, "sets before itself' the

experience in question in order to obtain more satisfaction. "Setting before" is an

epistemologically neutral expression. Mitchell uses the term to refer to the various kinds of

processing involved: be it feeling, interest or the higher-level cognitive states like desires,

beliefs and action. "Attention" is an example of the setting before, e.g: 'attention is a

setting of the object before us'.41 Attending to the 'blurry' scratches of the window pane, in

Sibley's example, brings the scratches of the pane into focus. It "sets the experience of the

scratches before us", whereas otherwise we might not notice the experience at all. In

contemporary terms, this is the distinction between perception qua an unnoticed seeing;

and perception as a propositional attitude or an object of thought (seeing as an "X", for

example). "Unnoticed seeings" are thus an implication of Mitchell's account as they are an

implication of more contemporary philosophical accounts. a2

Of course, Mitchell doesn't mean only objects are set before us when we thus attend. As

will be clear from previous discussions, he also means other things are set before us in

their respective experiential fields: for example, feelings and interests. But, given that most

experiences do have representational content; i.e., they are experiences ol objects, it is not

wrong to refer generally to "setting objects before us", providing the expression is

understood to refer to general and epistemologically neutral contexts.

The mind's aim is thus to make the functions and forms of experience bring about the

course of experience through the means of satisfaction-seeking. The aim of the course of

experience, as an epistemic engine, is thus to meet the satisfaction of the organism at each

level.

4l sGM, p. 91.

42 Fo, example, Jackson (1977). A number of contemporary philosophers have come to regard unnoticed
experience as being important, e.g., Owen Flanagan. See also B. Mangan, 'Sensation's Ghost: The Non-
Sensory "Fringe" of Consciousness' , Psyche, 7, October, (2001), and forthcoming volumes of the journal.
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about different actions. Mitchell gives an account of the course of experience at these

levels in the following terms:

The thought to be improved may be of so simple an object as a present colour or a taste;

we improve it by making better use of the organ of sense by which we have it. 'When 
the

thought is the perception of a thing, we seek other sensation as well, approaching,
handling, and otherwise analysing the thing by actual movements.4T

Before discussing this claim, we should make another terminological point: Why does

Mitchell describe these kinds of experience as "thoughts" and "objects" when a colour or

taste is evidently a case of qualia, and a perception of a thing need not be an object of

thought at all? Recall (Chapter 6, $2.1) that "thoughts" and "objects", in Mitchell's

taxonomy, do not have the necessary commitment to propositionalism that is common

today. 48 They are not, in Mitchell's usage, tied to "high-level" content as present

philosophical speculation on this matter might have us believe. As explained in the

previous chapter, Mitchell sometimes uses the term "thought" as a generic term for any

kind of content in experience whatsoever. It is clear that he uses the term "object" in a

similar fashion.ae It is this usage that is intended here. Thus, misleadingly in the first part

of this passage, Mitchell means by "thought" or "object" a quale. However, when he says

"the thought is the perception of a thing", this means more than a quale, it means an

experience which also has some representational character. (This is one of the many

terminological subtleties evident in Mitchell's work which may have prevented a fuller

appreciation of his writing when first published.)

47 sGM, p.90.
48 S.., for an example of propositionalism in current theorising about mind, M. Pendlebury 'Sense
Experiences and their Contents: A Defence of the Propositional Account,' Inquiry, 33, pp. 215-230. For a

recent reaction to this view, see: W. Bechtel and A. Abrahamsen, 'Beyond the Exclusively Propositional
Era,' in J. H. Fetzer (ed) Epistemologt and Cognition. (1991).
49 'Und". the term object we include not merely objects of nature and other real objects, but any that we set
before us, whether we set them before us as being real or not. They all form the world in which we live a

conscious life. The objects in nature may be individual or general objects, concrete or abstract, objects of
reason like laws, atoms, the past, or objects of sense like colours and sounds '. SGM, p. 59, italics mine.
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Mitchell is clear how different the course of experience can be at these levels. The

course of experience at the level of feeling is characterised by making "better use of the

organ sf ssnse"-i.e., an automatic physiological response which is largely involuntary.

He cites, as examples of this, 'the instinctive movements of the eye'.50 This is the first part

of the course of feeling-an involuntary movement of one kind or another of one's sens€

receptors. Another kind of course of feeling is 'attending to a distracting suggestion or

noise, or to a toothache'.sl Thus, "attending" to a quale is another part of the course of

feeling-albeit at a somewhat higher level of consciousness (though still either voluntary

or involuntary).s2

A third part of the course of feeling is 'reflecting, revolving, analysing and the other

ways of thinking' and this, 'whether it be a general or abstract objecl'.s3 This third level

requires yet higher-level capacities, though it is not necessary that it be conceptually

focussed on things in the world. This "object", of which Mitchell speaks, need not be an

object or feeling external to us; it may, indeed, be an internal, subjective state of some

kind. To quote in full:

The whole course of improving the thought is a course of attending to the object,
whether it be a particular object, a.8., à physical thing to which we attend by a better use

of our senses, or a mental object like an emotion, or whether it be a general or abstract
object, to whose various relations we attend, not by means of our senses, but by
reflecting, revolving, analysing, and the other ways of thinking.54

50 SGM, p. 105. This point is borne out empirically. See F. I. Dretske's paradoxical remarks about the eye's
capacity to 'notice [things] before we see them' in Seeing and Knowing, (1969), p. 15. Gregory also remarks
of the extreme edge of the retina: 'when stimulated by movement we experience nothing, but a reflex is
initiated which rotates the eye to bring the moving object into central vision, so that the highly developed
foveal region with its associated central neural network is brought into play for identi$ring the object. The
edge of the retina is thus an early-warning device, used to rotate the eyes to aim the object-recognition part of
the system on to objects likely to be friend or foe rather than neutral.'R. L. Gregory, Eye and Brain: The

Psychologt of Seeing, (1972), p. 91.
5l sGM, p.91.
52 It ir imaginable that one can forget that one has a toothache or a backpain (for example, whilst engaged in
some activity) and thus not attend to it. Allan Millar, has also recently argued that this is an important feature
ofcontent at lower levels. See his Reasons and Experience, (1991),p. ll.
53 scvt, p.91.
54 Loc. cit.
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As will be recalled from the previous chapter, for Mitchell, subjective feelings-emotions,

pains, etc.--{an be made secondary "objects", such as when we attend to an emotion as an

object of feeling. Thus, in Mitchell's schema, all experiential states can be objects

depending on their place in the course of experience and one's focus of attention.

Mitchell's analysis here seems to make certain facts of experience intelligible. For

example, while engaged in some difficult activity, one might not notice that one is in

pain-say, one is learning how to negotiate a difficult cliff face with ropes and harnesses

(one's attention is directed at the object-content of one's experience). However, once one

has reached the top of the cliff face it might be asked: "are you OK ?". This might bring

about a drift in one's focus of attention from the activity of climbing to a painful sensation

in one's leg (the subjective content of one's experience). The pain in the leg was, in one

sense, experienced all the way along, but was not noticed. However, the subject-experience

of pain can also be made an object-experience, qua object of thought; as, for example,

when we attempt to describe the pain we are having to a doctor. This requires that we

engage in "reflecting, revolving, analysing", as Mitchell puts it; in this case, about the pain

sensation we are having. This, Mitchell calls "improving" the thought because one is

"making better use of one's senses"; i.e., one is not letting the experience remain as a mere

subject-experience, but one is tuming the subject-experience into an object-experiqnce.

The latter requires much more than "instinctive movement" of sensory organs, but also a

sense of deliberation and deepening appreciation. (V/e shall discuss later, in Chapter 8-10,

whether this progressive appreciation of experience to higher and higher levels is an

implication of his account of experience.)

This idea of an "improvement" in the course of experience is meant in a practical, not an

epistemological sense. He doesn't mean "closer to truth", or "truth-likeness" or something

similar, though he does imply (see below) that in some sense "more knowledge" can be

obtained in the process of improvement of the course. He means by "improvement"
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bringing about a more advantageous or satisfiing experience. And this may occur by either

deepening one's aesthetic appreciation of experience (e.g., becoming a wine expert);

"seeing the other side" in a conflict (e,g., empathically simulating another's feeling of

anger or grief); or merely developing a further interest in an experience (e.g., by attending

to it or making it the content of a subject or object-experience).

The improvement occurs at all leveis of the course-not merely from the most basic

level to higher levels, but within the higher levels themselves. Mitchell has in mind the

idea of an endlessly progressive series of possible practical "advances" in response to

given experiential "problems"; problems which are practical rather than epistemic. Some

of the problems are to do with resolving conflicts of feelings; bringing about new attitudes

or feelings or experiencing the "fullness" of others (the latter being, for Mitchell, an

aesthetic development) :

Suppose that the feeling excited in us at the sight or other thought of an object does

not satisfy us. Frequently it then becomes the occasion of a practical attitude towards
the object, as when we are in fear and anger; and the object may be ourselves as

when \¡/e are shy or remorseful. Then we seek a different feeling. But frequently it is
not a new feeling that we seek. Our present feeling may not satisfy, either because

we seek a fuller or merely a longer indulgence in it, or because there is a conflict of
feeling, as when we like and dislike, or hope and fear, or feel sorry and anry,
towards the same person and event. We resolve the conflict by thinking the object
further in the interests of the disputants. And again if, instead of having a conflict to
resolve, we seek a fuller feeling: we attend to the object, we take further thought of
it, seeking not a better understanding in the sense of more knowledge, but what is
sometimes called an aesthetic understanding of it. We dwell on it as we know it; we
live it, and so feel it more ful1y. 55

In this process of improvement of the course, several levels of experience are made items

of attention by various means. The improvement of the course can occur within the content

of a single experience (as the example of having a pain shows). What Mitchell concludes

from this discussion on the general course of experience is the importance of attention as

55 scM, p. 92
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the guiding mechanism in the course of experience: 'Attention is thus in one or other of

our three interests in an object'.s6

We have seen the course of experience in general and how it can make improvements.

Now a few specific remarks on the course of experience at each of the three levels.

5.1 The Course of Experience, Feeling

As we have seen, at the level of feeling the course involves the voluntary and involuntary

movement of sense organs, where we improve the simple feeling of an object, such as a

colour or taste, by'making better use of the organ of sense'.57 The aim of this movement,

along with attention, is to "set before" an experience in order to gain further appreciation.

Mitchell thinks that it is at this level that a distinction can be made between

unsophisticated organisms, such as amoeba and insects and sophisticated organisms, such

as mammals. One would expect that, on Mitchell's account, only organisms capable of

setting beþre their feelings are capable of higher-level interests and thoughts, and indeed,

this is what Mitchell argues. Inability to set before one's feelings for analysis is what

distinguishes man from beast. It is also the factor which distinguishes feeling from mere

sensation.

5.Ll Feeling and Sensation

According to Mitchell, experience qua feeling is not the first stage of sensation, though it

is the first stage of experience proper.

The word "sensation" contains a crucial ambiguity. [n one sense, sensation is an

involuntary response to some kind of stimulus (in that one's pupils sense bright or dim

light levels and constrict or dilate, respectively, in response). This meaning of the word

does not presuppose "feeling", and cannot be described as an experience. ln another sense,

56 sGM, p. 9t
57 sGM, p. 90
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the word is a synonym for feeling (in that one can "sense" that a friend is in a bad mood).

However, this distinction is not the same as the distinction between voluntary and

involuntary experience, but cuts across it (an experience in the first sense may well be

involuntary but it doesn't follow that the second sense is voluntary). This second sense of

the word "sensations" does require feeling (as opposed to just reaction) and can be

described as an experience. What we often mean when we talk of sensation is the second

meaning. Mitchell, however, seeks to remind us of the importance of the first.

All living organisms require the capability to sense without feeling, because they need to

survive and respond to threats to their survival.58 Feeling, in these circumstances, is not

needed; all that is needed is an immediate response to survival pressures. He notes, for

example, that a plant 'appears to do these things without the help of feeling'.5e Mitchell's

claim certainly seems generally applicable in other cases: some organisms, for example,

Stentor caeruleus (a ciliate-a unicellular organism) only requires the most minimal forms

of automatic responses for survival purposes.

In some cases, however, it is unclear if we should say that organisms can "sense" in the

second sense or not. Some organisms, despite their size, can have extremely sophisticated

and subtle sense receptors, sometimes far subtler than our own, but in very specific

modalities.6o (Mitchell cites the example of protozoa which apparently are able to respond

to 'every class of stimulus except sound' and may have the capacity to differentially

respond to various intensities of stimulation). 6l Other organisms can respond to

stimulations to which we cannot respond at all; certain species of f,rsh, birds and butterflies,

58 'th" process of living, whether inplants of animals, involves incessant activity, for life is never still; its
very existence is in change. Its livelihood has to be selected from the world around it, and being threatened
by many dangers, it must find means of escaping them'. SGM, p. 38.
59 scvt, p. 38.
60 It it noted in work on invertebrate perception that bees, for instance 'can distinguish between different
colours ... [but] they have avery limited ability to distinguish shapes.' See: P. A. Meglitsch, Invertebrate
Zoologt, (1981), p. 653

6l scM, p. 38.
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for instance, ate able to perceive UV radiation-an ability lost in primates. Approvingly,

Mitchell cites the point that 'among invertebrates there may be fifty other senses as

different from ours as sound is from sight'. 62 This diversity in the ability to sense might

suggest that such organisms can experience in the second sense after all; and moreover,

who are we to make judgements about things we can't sense? This raises two arguments

which Mitchell rejects. The two arguments are that ability to experience is premised on a)

subtlety of response to stimuli and b) ability to respond to classes of different stimuli.

As Mitchell notes, neither a) nor b) is sufficient, nor necessary, for experience, even

though they might be both necessary and sufficient for sensation (in the first meaning of

the word). For Mitchell, the distinction between "intrinsic interests" (feeling) and what we

now call 'þroximal stimuli" is all important. While some organisms can clearly respond to

subtle kinds of stimulation, this does not mean that they experience anything. As Mitchell

says: 'feeling fcannot] be infened from the presence of a nervous system'.63 Nor, however,

can feeling be inferred from the sensitivity of specialised sense receptors. He notes, for

instance, that 'greater sensitivity and a variety of sense-organs are not at all adverse to the

view that there is no sensation, and that none is required'; and, 'we cannot infer sensation

except from perception'. 6¿

There is a temptation, nonetheless, to conflate sensation and feeling and make one

dominant over the other. Some, for example, argue not just that sensation has an important

62 SGM, p. 39. Mitchell cites Lubbock's The Senses of Animals; SGM, p. 192. And the claim seems to be
true. Snakes, apparently, "see" heat. See: 'The Infrared "Vision" of Snakes', E. Newman and P. Hartline,
Scientific American,246,March(1992): pp. 98-107; See also Christopher Peacocke, Sense and Content, op.
cit., p. 90n.
63 scvt, p. :1.
64 Lo". cit. This claim has support from contemporary theorists: 'There are kinds of sensitivity that we are
not sure involve experience in even the lowest-level sense of the term. For example, there is the light
sensitivity of unicellular organisms like paramecia. A short distance up the phylogenetic scale there are the
chemical sensors of the scallop that cause it to move when an unfamiliar object intrudes in its space.
Information is being received and living creatures are responding to this information, but there is no reason to
think that ... paramecia and scallops can feel or experience anything.'. Owen Flanagan, The Science of the
Mind, (1995),p.314.
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survival role, but that there is only sensation and no feeling. Others take the opposite

extreme and argue for an account where every sensation has "felt aspects". He points to

two examples of this kind of argument: a) the case of ants; and b) the case of over-

enthusiasm in ascribing feelings and desires to animals based on observable behaviour.

Both tendencies are still prevalent in contemporary philosophical discussions, so we shall

need to discuss them.

5.1.2 Ascribing Feelings, The Case of Ants

The case of ant colonies directs us to the non-necessity of feeling for experience.

According to the argument, the example of an ant colony shows feeling to be a redundant

notion:

fAnts] are certainly the greatest marvels of apparent intelligence under man, ...

sluggards, socialists, and unwary commanders have been invited to learn from them ...

[T]here are wonderfully complex forms of life which thrive by means of an inherited
structure that receives no help from experience and suffers no education. They are so

well equipped for the environment that concerns them that they do not have to feel it.
And their equipment includes a degree of plasticity with respect to it. For, first, their
failure in one direction is often the occasion for their trying another way; and, secondly,
they grow up in a form to fit their environment according to the reactions that it allows
or demands. Here, then, is one ideal, as it were, of life and growth, where creatures are

adjusted to a changing and exacting environment without the intervention of
experience.65

The passage is certainly right about one thing: humans have long been encouraged to learn

from ants, though not always as positive exemplars of conduct. 66

Mitchell clearly thinks, however, that this kind of instinctive experience is-as far as it

goes----one way of achieving growth of experience (he describes it as "one ideal, as it were,

of life and growth"). For lower organisms, it is clearly the only kind of informational

content they have to go on-though it might not be sophisticated and complex.

65 scM, pp. 39-40.'
66 S. f. Gould relates the story of entering the Hall of Free Enterprise in New York to escape the rain:
'Inside, prominently displayed, was an ant colony bearing the sign: "Twenty million years of economic
stagnation. Why? Because the ant colony is a socialist, totalitarian system'. S. J. Gould, Ever Since Dqrwin,
(1e78).
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Recently, the same kind of redundancy argument has been raised in very different

contexts. It has been suggested that, rather more so than ants, scientists do not require

experience to carry out high-level research; science can be conducted, as it were,

experience-free:

There is a method , apart altogether from our physical senses, of testing the reality of the
sun ... When my metaphysical friends tell me that the data on which the astronomers
made their calculations were necessarily obtained originally through the evidence of
their.senses, I say "No". They might, in theory at any rate, be obtained by automatic
calculating machines set in motion by the light falling upon them without the admixture
of the human senses at any stage.67

This argument has been adopted with enthusiasm by P. K. Feyerabend in his influential

paper 'Science without Experience', where he loudly proclaims: 'It must be possible to

imagine a natural science without sensory elements, and ... indicate how such a science is

going to work. ó8 Such views clearly result from taking sensations to be dominant over

feelings. It is also a consequence of views which overstress the importance of inference in

experience (as we saw earlier-$3.2). However, to learn from ants that sophisticated

behaviours can be carried out without experience is not to say that we do the same. While

it might be possible to do science without experience, it is not so clear that it can be done

without some kind of direct transducer or interface with the world by means of which

predictions can be tested.

5.1.3 Ascribing Feelings, The Case of Animals

The second case Mitchell describes is the over-willingness to ascribe high-level

experiences to lower animals. Mitchell is not sympathetic to the extension of this kind of

flagrant anthropomorphism to lower organisms:

67 W. Chrrt.hill, quoted in Karl Popper, Objective Knowleclge, (1g72),p. 43. See also Dudley Shapere, 'The
Concept of Observation in Science and Philosophy' , Philosophy of Science, 5l ( 1984), pp. 23-43.
68 Feyerab"nd, op. cit., p. 132.
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fTaken strictly] we should find in the buds of vorticellae the love antics that are common
among birds, as well as a co)mess in the loved object, and in the morsel of a lover, an

ardour of pursuit, a fickleness in her presence, and a return to nonchalance in her
absence, which would make him the fellow in feeling of still higher brethren. But the
marvel makes it the more doubtful whether there is feeling at all. óe

Mitchell is drawing attention to the implausibility of ascribing too much feeling to lower

animals. His response to this is that it is metaphorical overkill. A more likely account

would stress that 'we recall the degrees by which we have ascended' and that 'we rise from

inherited to acquired instincts'. 70 A far more plausible account would allow for

evolutionary considerations in the ascription of experiential states.

While sensation and feeling can't be conflated, both clearly have their role in the course

of experience. Sensation, as we have seen, is important for "lower" organisms and for

fight/flight reactions. Feeling is thus a means by which that a more sophisticated organism

moves to the next level of the experiential course, and the course of this is characterised by

making better us of the sense organs in the achievement of sensory satisfaction.

5.2 The Course of Experience,Interest

The course of experience is not merely "making better use of the organs of sense" as it is

for feeling. It is also a function of our interest in an object. "Interest", however, has two

senses. It refers to: 1) a function of the "growth of our satisfaction in an object" qua object;

and 2) the growth in satisfaction in an object qua the subject-experience of our experience.

It is the second that is relevant here, as we are looking at the course of experience itself.

Mitchell describes the course of interest in the following terms:

The satisfaction and dissatisfaction are with our attitude, with our work, and not with the
object. They are the interest we feel in achieving a thought, a feeling, or a desire, as

distinguished from our three kinds of interest about the object. 71

69 sGM, p. 38-9
70 scM, p.41.
71 scv, p. 95.
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We have already looked at the "three kinds of interest about the object". These are:

intrinsic interests, practical interests and cognitive interests (see Glossary, or Chapter 6).

However, Mitchell is here drawing attention to interest in the course of experience itself

(i.e., in abstraction from, and independent of, the things we are experiencing). However, he

says that, though he is identifying the course of interest here, it can only be seen in relation

to cognitive, practical and intrinsic interests.

Like the course of feeling, in the course of interest there is a working of experience into

a more satisfactory form. In the case of a cognitive interesl there is a distinct course of

interest which relates to "grasping truths". He gives the following example:

The interest is most easily distinguished in our exercise on puzzles of any kind, for here

the other interest is all but absent, the result of our seeking having little or no value for
us, but only or mainly the search and the finding.T2

He has in mind here the exercise of interest in relation to cognitive experiences, for which

there is little evident feeling or desire or any other kind of interest. It is interest in the

"pure" exercise of one's cognitive capacities (doing logic or making lists of useless data

are other examples).

In the achievement of a practical interest, there is also satisfaction in merely exercising

one's practical decision-making capacities:

If in a question of opinion most people find it is more comforting to take a side than to
suspend their judgement, we all know how practical suspense may seem worse to bear
than the worst thing that might happen.73

This certainly rings true: there is a sense in which a level of practical resolution is required

in the course of our interests. It is this phenomenon that Mitchell is identiffing here.

72 Loc. cit.
73 scvt, p. 96.
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merely there might be-a point which again indicates he thought sensory qualia to have a

causal role in our cognitive economy.

Mitchell distinguishes purely instinctive from mainly instinctive experience (or impure

instincts) to capture certain kinds of instincts. The former includes such experiences as 'the

affective quality of tones and colours'. 23 The latter includes such experiences as 'our

delight in crushing and stamping on things that we think loathsome'. 2a While fairly vague

and unhelpful, this latter example at least makes it clear that Mitchell was not sympathetic

to the idea of "instinct" being an entirely hard-wired or endogenously-specified

phenomenon (we shall see more reasons for this below). He did permit a considerable

degree of socialisation of one's experiential capacities, as we shall see. He also clearlyhad

in mind the idea that instincts constitute initially minimal experiential capacities, which are

then developed by exposure to experiential cues and which "grow". When they grow they

become, in tum, part of the organism's experiential repertoire, which assists the organism

in succeeding in whatever task it happens to be pursuing (even if simply seeing an object).

This process of growth and filing as a stock response are the elements of Mitchell's notion

of "taking for granted" (Chapter 4).

This kind of evolutionary story about the growth of experience from simpler elements to

a high degree of cognitive complexity has more than a passing similarity to the work of

Piaget. 25 Piaget was a contemporary of Mitchell, though he published his seminal work in

psychology some 17 years later than Structure and Growth of the Mind. It is a curious

accident of history that they developed somewhat similar accounts independently.

However, while Piaget had a staged approach to cognition, Mitchell had a far more

dynamic account.

23 sGM, p. r94.
24 Loc. cit.
25 J"unPiaget, The Language antl Thoughts ofthe Child, (1923).
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experience). However, very much in the Cartesian tradition, he ignored the somewhat

lesser sophistication of animals in achieving similar ends. Kant's account involved the

imposition of such sophisticated categories as Euclidean geometry, and so on; but it did not

consider the means by which unsophisticated animals might achieve integration of the

sensory manifold.

Mitchell's view is somewhat more generous. He recognised that any means, by which an

animal can achieve systematicity and comprehensiveness, is a legitimate means by which

knowledge and understanding of experience can be gained. And, to some degree, every

animal has this ability in varying degrees of sophistication:

The grasp of a part is to some degree, therefore, a grasp of a whole to which it claims to
belong. This is the case not merely in such distinguished parts of knowledge as, for their
exactness and comprehensiveness, we call scientific; it is realised by the animal that
grasps any little connection of detail, and expects it to hold good again, as well as by the
metaphysician who seeks to lay his hand on the system of things as a whole. Not only
scientific truth, but every ratio cognoscendi, down to the barest expectation of a coming
sensation, is so far a knowledge of the world, and it makes it a less chaotic and
incalculable place to live in. 63

This ability to have "expectations" about one's incoming sensations is the first stage in 'the

growth of our power to grasp'. 64 And, the aim of this ability is to bring sensations into

comprehensive and economical alignment with our existing beliefs and anticipations:

'Every word, not merely every class name, denotes a group of some kind, every sentence a

connection. Every mathematical table, every equation, principle, and rule, is but to give us

an easier, and at the same time a more comprehensive grasp of the system of things in

which we live'.65 Clearly, Mitchell thought that both sophisticated and unsophisticated

experiences were united by the features of economy and comprehensiveness.

63 Loc. cit.
64 scIr,t, p. 20l
65 Loc. cit.
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how closely a child learns the intonation of the people about it, and how a singer brings

her voice to something of the same delicacy as her ear.77

But what is the nature of these "adjustments"? How precisely do sensory experiences bring

about these experiential ends? Our conscious purposes might influence how we sense

things, but the exact nature of this influence is a matter of considerable debate.

Mitchell's discussion here is really a nineteenth century version of the current debate

about "top-down" versus "bottom-up" perceptual processing, an issue which has received

much attention recently in the cognitive science literature. The central issue here is the

relationship between the fixed, endogenous and domain-specific features required for

perception, and the extent of the influence of higher-level "executive" cognitive capacities

on these domain-specific perceptual units. The main questions raised are these: Are

perceptual capacities penetrated throughout by means of higher level cognitive capacities

of the central processing unit (so-called "top-do\ryrì" processing)? Or at some level does

low-level encapsulated modular processing occur, which is "relatively permanently

constrained by general features of its ... cognitive architecture" (to paraphrase Fodor's

view given at the beginning of this chapter)? The latter account-modularity theory-is

cornpatible with the obvious speed and accuracy with which certain responses are achieved

in cases of, for example, speech tracking (or, Mitchell's own example of learning

intonation patterns).78 The former account-"top down" processing-is compatible with

accounts whereby processing is achieved by means of prototlpe matching of the current

state of an organism's sensory awareness with rules and computational routines which it

may have previously stored. Both views are plausible, but which is the more accurate

account?

77 Loc. cit.
78 Fo. speech tracking experiments, see Fodor (1983) op. cit., p.61. Source of reference, W. Marslen-
Wilson. 'Speech Shadowing and Speech Perception' (1973).
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over time, progressively selected for different domain-specific computations; and 3) she

accepts that the brain is plastic to some degree and functions to 'constrain classes of inputs

that the infant mind computes'. 84

I shall have more to say about modularisation in Chapter 10. The point for now is to note

that there are different ways of reading the evidence for modularity of perceptual

processes. This is fortunate, because it is not clear that an innatist theory, such as Fodor's,

can capture all the facts of human cognition. But, equally, it is not clear how a domain-

general, constructivist account, such as Piaget's, can do so either. Neither account,

according to Karmiloff-Smith, is adequate on its own and a combined position is the only

option. Her hybridised account preserves the idea that there are innate tendencies, yet

rejects innatism and makes these tendencies subject to developmental and experiential

constraints.

What are the problems for a strictly innatist view? One major problem for Fodor is the

issue of how the brain can compute stimuli from sources other than its various domains.

Fodor's innatist account does not permit cognitive development. 85 However, being limited

to domain-specific inputs makes it hard to see how the brain can overcome damage to

modules and selectively adapt to receive other stimuli (for example, when auditory stimuli

cannot be processed in the case of the congenitally deaf, visuomanual stimulation can be

processed in its place). The evident plasticity of the brain, in being able to respond to

limitations in its hard-wiring, suggests that, though there might be innate tendencies to

respond in certain ways to stimuli, this doesn't mean that the organism remains fixed to

those capabilities. As noted earlier, if domain-specifìcity and innatism are accepted, it is

unclear how theflexibility of cognitive processes can be explained.

84Ibid., p.4.
85 Fodot denies the existence of cognitive development in his (1985), 'Précis of The Modularity of Mind',
The Behavioural and Brain Sciences 8, p. 35.
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Mitchell, it seems, had a very contemporary attitude against such extravagant claims.

There are, Mitchell saw, boundary conditions on perceptual capabilities to integrate

experience. The spur merely 'urges to a gteater discrirnination'.88 It does not bring about

discrimination of other kinds entirely. As many commentators have noted-making light

of Churchland's thoroughgoing "top- down" approacþ-s¡e can't learn to see the Necker

Cube as the Sydney Harbour Bridge or the kitchen sink. 8e There may be "more to seeing

than meets the eye", in other words, but rather a lot less than some folks think. e0

Failing complete penetration of sensations by means of intellect, what kind of influence

does intellect provide? How, precisely, are sensations affected by intellect? Mitchell's

view seems to be that the function of intellect is to "set up conditions", by means of which

we can be aware of similarities and differences in our experience. This process is not,

however, determined by an active process of seeking by which the organism decides what

conditions are appropriate (this would be to adopt a "top-down" approach). V/e do not

have new experiences simply by looking for them. Nor is the process, according to him,

entirely passive; a function of the sense receptors themselves making experiences available

(this would be to adopt a "bottom-up" approach). Rather, the process of seeking and

searching for further experiences----our 'spontaneous restlessness' gl-puts in place

conditions under which we can detect distinctions and similarities. The organism is thus

neither shaped by active searching, nor simply by being a passive receiver of data. This, in

the context of pre-Piagetian nineteenth century metaphysical theories, is a novel account,

indeed. Experiences, on Mitchell's view, are made through the effort taken in bringing

about conditions for sensing, rather than the other way around:

88 scu, p.205.
89 S"" S. G. Couvalis, The Philosophy ofScience, (1997).
90 the first quotationhere, is fromN. R. Hanson's influentialPatterns of Discovery. The riposte is byAlan
Millar (1985).
9l sGM, p.204.
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In all cases it is not the attentive seeking that creates the variety of sensation, but the
seeking sets up the conditions by which differences may come, and strike when they do

come. Think of a tea taster or a wine taster over a fine distinction. And without this
special seeking, and with no sense of effort, we all achieve much in the same way. Think
how an unfamiliar word on a page of print stands out and strikes your eye, and how you
are arrested by some little change in the appearance of a friend, though you may be
unable to say wherein it lies. e2

Importantly, as Mitchell notes, such differences and similarities are not always consciously

available to us at higher levels of discrimination. 'We 
may not be able to say, initially, what

it is about an experience which makes it seem the way it is (though, he notes that this

might be possible after the fact). e:

This is further evidence that Mitchell opted for some kind of insularity account of low-

level sensory processing. Our low-level detectors seem to function independently of being

able to make clear discriminations at a higher cortical level. As evidence of this, he also

notes that, just as a child can 'give meaning to words that he cannot spell', so we can 'learn

the map of our own body as an extended surface' without being at all clear at a conscious

level of what kind of ability this consists in. Such achievements, as mapping one's body or

lifting one's little finger, are underpinned by dramatic, though often unnoticed changes in

the progress of sensory intelligence. Such movements are, in fact, "complex[es] of

sensation". But, as Mitchell says, in practice 'we feel and use [the complex] without

knowing its composition', ea

The process by which such complexes of sensation are achieved is important for the

thesis that Mitchell is presenting; namely, that experience develops from "conscious

points". The process of learning to have an implicit map of one's bodily surface is an

instance of the kind of growth of sensation he has in mind. So how does this development

92 sGM, p.206.
93 'sometimes these [similarities and differences] can be distinguished on reflection, as when a tea taster
describes his sensations, or you analyse the total impression of your friend', SGM, p. 206.
94 scM, p.206.
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Mitchell has a similar account of our perception of more abstract metaphysical notions

such as, that of time. Time, he argues, is correlated with 'the very time of the cortical

events of which we have experience'. e8 He means this quite literally: our sense of time can

be altered according to our age, degree of interest, power of attending, and so on. When we

hear four sounds in the course of a second, he argues, 'we carry forward not merely the

sounds, but the temporal order'. This kind of anticipatory processing extends to every kind

of sensory projection in any modality. Thus, 'the field at any time is bounded on the past

side by the earliest sensation that has not yet disappeared, and on the future side by the

expectation of a last coming sensation (as when we see a knife about to cut, and expect a

series of consequences)'. ee An analysis of this kind of account of temporality will be

retumed to again in Chapter 11.

The second capacity, the local quality of sensation, is achieved by being able to locate

the point at which sensations occur in the afferent part of our sensori-motor system (i.e.,

the point of cutaneous sensation where we unconsciously react to sensations of light,

touch, or smell). This local quality occurs entirely tacitly and by the following means.

Through repetition and the continual application of inputs on surface features, such as the

retina or the skin, we begin to isolate certain "points" of the sensory surface from which

those sensations arose. We thus learn to "read" our local and extensional stimulations by

the way they correspond to certain exterior bodily regions, regardless of how these

stimulations may be projected onto the cerebral cortex. Part of this process of reading these

inputs, Mitchell notes, is for the organism to be able to passively note movement lrom one

region of peripheral stimulation to the next:

All movements over the area of the skin serve to analyse it into its distinguishable points,
and at the same time to associate them, so that they mean their position with reference to

98 scM, p.465.
99 scM, p.469

336













Secondly, Mitchell also makes the stronger claim that theoretical knowledge is not only

a different kind of knowledge; it is also an interference in certain cases of learning. As he

points out, this is the case, for example, in trying to intellectually determine the rhlhm of

music by means of "rules and considerations" as opposed, for example, simply "feeling" it.

Using a metronome to help musicians keep time can, paradoxically, sometimes bring about

as many diffrculties as it was designed to solve. Conductors sometimes have to hum or

otherwise indicate the rhythm of difficult passages to an orchestra, not just beat it with

their baton. The same difficulties are often encountered in sport; for example, learning how

to swing a bat. Rules are not always what is required-a sample or exemplar sometimes

seems to be needed, rather than rules. It is not to be assumed, Mitchell is claiming, that the

role of higher intelligence is necessarily a factor in learning certain kinds of skill; for, as he

points out, it is sometimes a hindrance (though it may well help in other cases of

knowledge). The crucial thing is that the parts and the whole of the sensation may be as

easily upset as assisted when leaming new things. Hence, his remark:

The effect [of learning] on any whole of sensation is to alter it ... It may be enriched, the
growing complexity of the parts accentuating, not destroying, the unity. But instead of
this it may, as a whole or unity, be destroyed, as when we lose a harmony by feeling for
its tones, and forget our skill by thinking of our movements in the moment o¡u"1ion. I l0

Learning to do or recognise something by means of the 'development of sensory wholes

within our own experience' 111 is thus one very important way in which it can be argued

that experience grows. This kind of growth requires little or no higher intelligence. This

process of learning-by ignoring, or without input, from the "scaffolding" of an

experience-is sometimes a far quicker, more accurate, reliable and efficient means of

gaining new information, than by means of adopting rules and considerations.

SGM, p.216.

SGM, p. 211.
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experience. The scientist knows full well that physical investigation has "outstripped" this

common understanding, yet 'no embarrassment is felt, and the physicist continues to talk

of things and events in the language that he used when a boy ... he does not think that ... he

has only to take the purified description that remains as the best analysis of them'. l2e Vy's¡g

elimination genuinely possible, this tension should easily be resolved in a practical sense.

It's not: therefore, eliminativism isn't possible.

We should not pre-empt the inquiry at the outset by "throwing out the agency with the

agent". Nor should we assume that the crucial thing is to discover the scientific basis

behind the technical use of language associated with mind. To do this would be to take the

wrong order in the investigation. Consistent with his reversal strategy (discussed in

Chapter 5, S8.1), Mitchell argues that we should not start with descriptions which already

set the parameters of what is required, but begin by finding the functions and capacities of

mind which warrant explanation, and only then seek adequate means of scientific

description. To do otherwise would be putting the cart before the horse:

We have to define the properties of mind, as we do the properties of matter, in the way
that is best for explaining them. And, since we have give them familiar names, it is not to
be expected that their technical will correspond with their popular use. But there is
nothing to prevent both. ... [O]ur concern is not to find meanings for the given names,
but first to find their functions, and so the faculties, of our mental structure, and only
then to name them. ... The learner begins with definitions, but the science has ended with
them, having found those that are best for dividing and mastering its province. 130

As mentioned in an earlier chapter, this is now a strategy that contemporary theorists are just

beginning to take seriously.

129 96¡4, pp. 55-56
130 scv, p. 56.
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the relationship between high-level concepts, the processes of inference, sensation and

perception in relational, non-exclusive terms. Thus, while experience generally depends on

conceptual resources, there are a number of ways this relationship is experientially

realised.

4.1 New Experience Does Not Supersede Old Experience

Mitchell does not have in mind a situation in which lower level experience is superseded

by the higher level experiences which might result from conceptualisation. lndeed, he

explicitly claims that lower level experience is needed by the re-conceptualised content:

When, in any mind, sensory gro'\¡/s to perceptual intelligence, it is not superseded; on the
contrary, it rises in importance and the new depends on it. 23

Content, in his view, is thus an amalgam of influences (conceptual, sensory, and so on) on

most occasions. Indeed, he intimates here that new content is substantially driven by old

content; thus, the "look" of something contributes substantially to how something is

represented, and hence conceptualised, etc. This is, perhaps, what we should expect:

simultaneous contrast of colours might make things look farther off, for example, and

because of that, we represent and conceptualise them as being a certain distance away. Our

cognitive expectations are disturbed when we find that things which look far away are not

(i.e., in the case of distance illusions). The fact that conflict can occur between sensory and

conceptual levels is, as Fodor has pointed out, a reason for a distinction to be drawn

between observation and inference. However, the same point is also the basis for an

argument that observational experience is not necessarily superseded by the spur of

conception. We might call this the principle of non-supercedence. (PNS).

23 Loc. cít.
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'The impression taken up at the periphery by a single sensory cell spreads like an

avalanche through an increasing number of cells up to the brain'. 2l

Again, this account has support on experiential grounds. According to Mitchell, this

metaphor explains why 'indefinite sensory wholefs] become definite, and how the whole

gives value and prominence to some parts, ignoring others. [A]nd it helps us to understand

how very different qualities from the same sense organ feel alike, while. those from

different sense organs do not'.22

The other metaphor which this account helps us debunk is that where what is stimulated

on peripheral surfaces is 'projected like a copy on the cortex'. 23 This is implausible,

according to Mitchell, on the grounds that there is no "point-to-point correspondence"

between cortex and peripheral area, and the cortex is not arranged in patterns. Rather,

experience must be represented by groups of neurons. What we may assume, given the

account of stimulation developed, is that there is 'repeated differentiation and elaboration

in passing from unit to unit'. 2a This is again fascinating because, as we shall see, it leads

Mitchell----on experiential grounds alone-to consider some kind of connectionist account

of mind long before it was fashionable for philosophers to do so.

It also follows from this that the site and nature of the correlate of sensation in cortical

processes is a matter of some dispute. If the correlate of sensation is groups of cells (not

single cells), and the path followed (rather than the cell body itself, then it does not

confine an account of the correlate of experience to cortical cells in the brain. Mitchell

considers the 'grey matter in which the bodies of neurones are embedded ,.. [and] the

2l SGM, p.462. The reference occurs in Foster's Text-book of Physiologt, p. 1316.

22 SGM, p.461. Whereas the alternative account-an'isolated conduction along a single track to a single
cortical cell would leave the other anatomical routes meaningless'. Loc. cit. Mitchell briefly discusses the
alternative of a single route account in which 'the opening of one route closes another', but rejects it on the
grounds that it requires a difference in stimulation to work it.
23 scl,t, p.46r.
24 scM, p.462.

4tt







3.3 The Growth of the Mind

Another problem is an adequate neurological account which caters for the growth of the

mind. Mitchell poses the problem thus:

The question is the same, viz, how the nervous system, which at first presents the world
as a blur of sensation, is able under a systematic course of stimulation to take a
corresponding system ... fwhich corresponds] to the intellectual or apperceptive system

whose structure, action and growth we followed in considering the growth of
intelligence from mere sensation to a ready comprehension of the system of things. 3l

He notes in response that the key to understanding this phenomenon is to note two things:

1) that the strength of stimulus is less important than the kind of stimulus needed;32 and2)

while we perceive by means of individual detection areas from peripheral sources, it

doesn't follow that we experience 'wholes from parts'. In an early reference to what would

become later known as the gestalt approach to cognition, Mitchell notes that we 'have a

single thought of a complex object by the excitement of areas distant from one another'. 33

However, we do not have any experience of the actual neural connections needed to

complete this task. 3a But the ability of the mind to grow relies on there being connections

which activate and combine with one another in response to complex, changing

experiential wholes. He sketches a neurological account which might support this

requirement:

No doubt the connection is effected by the nerve fibres running from one to the other,

with or without the aid of intermediate neurones. And we have to suppose that when two
areas, no matter how distant, are excited and give experience together (simultaneously or
successively), a path between them is opened by that event alone, and so far remains

open that the re-excitement of one tends to pass from it to the other as well. ,.. the usual

case requires the connection of a system in the one with a system in the other; and the

more definite the systems the more easy and effective their connection. ... The action

3l sGM, p.479.
32 '¡Ald"quucy lies not in the intensity of a stimulus but in its ability to challenge'. SGM, p. 480.

33 sGM, p.478.
34 'And we have no feeling of connection between the areas; there is nothing in an experience to indicate

that its parts come from near or far, or that they need connecting'. Loc. cit.
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the interest of the field'. 38 Using the analogy of the retinal field, Mitchell also notes how it

explains various temporal phenomena in our experience:

When the field narroìws, as when we have no outlook, or when the sensation of a second
ago is blotted out by a present shock, there is an obvious parallel to the effect of half-
closing our eyes when falling asleep, and of narrowing them for a better look. 3e

Explaining what it is about the cortical events we undergo, which gives rise to our sense of

time, is a research program for a future neuroscience, according to Mitchell. 40 However,

he is prepared for evidence which might be very different to the experience itself: 'just as

the correlate of our feeling of cold is not cold, nor of space a space, so the correlate of the

sense of time is not a time'. 41 In fact, Mitchell recognises that the likely

neurophysiological account will be vastly different from the experience as given by the

"direct" explanation of experience. He uses an analogy with the varieties of

representational media of our senses to make the point:

[T]here need be no more likeness between a feeling and its correlate than between two
utterly different languages when they say the same thing, or between one of them and its
meaning. Between the vibrations of a string and the hearing of the note there is a series
of events, one after the other. Each occurs in a different physical medium, viz,in air, in
liquid, and in several different solids, some with mechanical, other with electro-chemical
action. The events of the series correspond but they are very unlike one another; and
there is no more reason why the cortical events should be like the note than why either
they or the note should be like the vibrations of the string or the air.42

The conclusion Mitchell draws about such sensations and their neurological basis is this:

whatever the sensation, its neurological correlate must exhibit ¡vo features: firstly, it must

have a point to point correspondence with the dynamic properties of the relevant sensation

38 scM, p.469.
39 sGM, p.470.
40 'It it doubtless to be found in the most fundamental properties of nervous action'. SGM, p. 472
41 scM, p.47r.
42 scM, p.474.
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turn of the century, anticipated views which are norù/ common currency in the cognitive

sciences. It might also be interesting how, isolated from the philosophical mainstream, he

developed these ideas in such detail. As we have seen, he seemed to have anticipated the

claims of the "new mysterians" and their emphasis on subjective experience. If I am right in

the claims made in this thesis, he also seemed to have prefigured themes associated with

perceptual plasticity, developmental accounts of modularity, and connectionism.

These points are interesting in themselves. From a historical perspective, however, they are

monumentally important. As we have seen, the work of early Australian philosophers was

concerned with nineteenth century idealist themes; and, in Anderson's case, attacking idealism

with a radical empiricism. In this context, Mitchell's work must be seen as an important, and

highly idiosyncratic, solitary achievement. It demonstrates that work in South Australia in the

nineteenth century took a radically new trajectory from work done in the eastern states, and

overseas. Even if the empirical details discussed in Mitchell's work are norw dated, it mustbe

granted that unique views were being developed in Adelaide. These views stand in need of

historical recognition. In this thesis I have taken some steps to giving this contribution the

recognition that it has been denied over the past century.

What is the philosophical value of Mitchell's achievements? It might be argued that

Mitchell's achievements are merely of historical interest. It might be said that, while he made a

contribution to philosophical psychology, it doesn't follow that Mitchell made any useful

contributions to the science of the mind. In support of this, a challenge might also be made

against Mitchell's subordination of the "indirect" account to the "direct" account. This

challenge might be made on the ground that he inverts the real story, and thus devalues

empirical work.

This seems a reasonable assumption. It could be argued, for example, that detailed

neurological studies are far more important to the science of the mind today, than Mitchell's

speculations about direct experiences. Hence, it might be claimed that his account of the

structure and growth of the mind is a mere historical curiosity; not something which can be of

use to contemporary theorists working in the area. This response assumes, however, that the
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that there is a conflation of views in support of the neurological sciences. s4 They argue that

scientists and philosophers regularly confuse two doctrines by amalgamating them into one, an

account they call "the neuron doctrine". The two doctrines are: the radical neuron doctrine and

the trivial neuron doctrine. The former-the radical doctrine-argues that the only successful

science of the mind turns on biologiccl neuroscience. The latter-the trivial doctrine-

assumes that a successful science of the mind turns on cognitiv¿ neuroscience.

While the two doctrines are compatible in some respects-both are naturalist and materialist

accounts of mind-they have very different commitments. The trivial doctrine is committed to

an account of the mind in which 'any successful theory of the mind will be a cognitive

neuroscientihc theory ... involvfing] any one of a very large number of possible combinations

of scientific concepts'. 55 These include psychological, functional, linguistic and mechanistic

factors, as well as other explanations.

The latter, the radical doctrine, assumes that the only successful account of the mind 'is

solely a biological neuroscientific theory which holds that only neurophysiology,

neuroanatomy and neurochemistry will by themselves have the conceptual resources to

understand the mind and, as a consequence, a successful theory of the mind will make no

reference to anything like the concepts of linguistics or the psychological sciences as we

currently understand them'. 56

Why is one considered trivial and the other radical? For a start, cognitive neuroscience

includes the resources of biological neuroscience, as an important part of its explanation of the

mind, but the relationship is not symmetrical: biological neuroscience does not include

cognitive neuroscience. Gold and Stoljar argue that those who hold the trivial doctrine include

anyone prepared to claim that neurological evidence is important for understanding the mind

54 l. Cold and D. Stoljar, 'A Neuron Doctrine in the Philosophy of Mind', Behavioural and Brain Sciences,

22 (1999): pp. 809-869.
55 rbid., p, 813,
56 rbid., p. 814.
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(that is, virtually everyone). Smart money, in other words, is on the cognitive neurosclence

story. Not surprisingly, this account has much support in the scientific literature and there is

plenty of evidence to back it up. However, while this view has the "smart money", it is also a

doctrine which seems trivially true. Because it is so well-supported, 'it is not a bet that any

rational bookie would make'. 57

By contrast, those who hold the radical doctrine include those who think that a biological

neuroscience story wlll exhausl an understanding of the mind-that is, no further explanation

will be required. They assume that the explanations of psychologists, linguists and physicists

will eventually yield to detailed, reductive neurological descriptions of all "mental"

phenomena-even subjective experience. (Patricia and Paul Churchland and David Hubel are

cited as defenders of this view). The problems with these excessive views are well-known. The

problem is that, while this account might be radical and interesting, there is very little

evidence-scientific or otherwise-that it is true.

Gold and Stoljar persuasively argue that these very different accounts are readily conflated

in the literature into a single "neuron doctrine". Many cognitive scientists often claim that they

defend one doctrine with the advantages of both: i.e., the scientific support of the trivial

doctrine, with the radical and interesting claims of the radical doctrine. However, this

amalgam story is insupportable and confuses several issues. Any "neuron doctrine" which

asserts the empirical and philosophical advantages of cognitive neuroscience, but offers an

account of the mind which assumes biological neuroscience goes beyond the evidence and

takes for granted what is in dispute. Hence, Gold and Stoljar argue that cognitive neuroscience

faces a constructive dilemma: 'either to hold a view for which no scientihc defence has been

given, or defend a view that requires no defence'. 58

Where might Mitchell's views stand in relation to this debate? Clearly, he held to the

57lbid., p. 816.
58 Ibid., p. 817.
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Practical Interest: The interest in achieving, of overcoming, of getting something done.

Quality: A difference in kinds of sensations from different sense organs (e.g., colour, taste,

sound). p.203.

Sensation: Any lower order experience, either inherited or acquired. Thus, an instinct to blink
one's eyes in response to rapid motion is a sensation, as is the forming of distinctions
within one sensory modality (e.g., discerning shades of blue).

Sensory object: The setting before ofany special sensation as either a real object or an object of
thought. A sensory object can be, for example, 'blue, melody, effort, balance, nausea' (p.

202).

Setting before: When a real object or an object of thought is made the subject of an experience

by means of attention to that object.

Singular conception: the grasping of a perceptual aspect, a "small perception" as Armstrong
calls it: a flash of light, a colour hue, and so on.

Special sensations: 'The special sensations are those whose end-organs are stimulated from
without [or] within the body' (p.202). There are two types of special sensation:

I. Within the body: (also known as "organic and motor sensations) stimulations arising
from internal workings of the body (proprioception; sense of balance; visceral sensations,

such as nausea; etc).

2. Without the body: "nerve impingings" (in W. V. O. Quine's terminology) on the

surfaces of the sense organs (e.g., organic and motor sensations). Known as "proximal
stimuli" in contemporary philosophy.

When the special sensations are used in the experience of objects (either as real objects or
objects of thought), they are known as sensory objects.

Spur: A sufhcient and non-necessary condition under which a lower level experience gives rise

or contributes in some marìner to a higher level experience; an inferential influence which
aids in recognition of meaning or distinguishing qualities (for example, a spur might aid in
the recognition of sounds as coming from an object).

Taking for granted: A type of quasi-implicit thought, which can be recalled \Mithout access to

the cognitive processes that originally gave rise to it. Taking for granted is neither
"implicit" nor "explicit", properly speaking. It is sometimes called "implicit" because it is
tacit in the thoughts that we have about objects (the cup we are holding is green, for
example). However, it is also potentially explicit because it is accessible and can be

recalled at will. Being implicit, it is not necessary for acting on the thought in question,

although it is sometimes brought to the fore. These "thoughts" can be of a number of
kinds: sensory, perceptual or conceptual (qv. thought). Taking for granted is 'the general

fact of economising in consciousness' (f,. 254). It depends on the capacities of the
organism: for example, unsophisticated organisms cannot always take for granted, for there

may be nothing that they are thinking beyond the content of their present thought.

Thought: 6A thought is a belief which claims to be true' þ. 247). Thoughts are the most
sophisticated component to experiences. It is used by Mitchell in two senses:
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