Functionalism
Functionalists accept that mental concepts are functional concepts, and therefore mental states are functional states. So different mental concepts, for example, the concepts of belief and of pain, pick out different functions, i.e. very broadly speaking, different responses to inputs. 

Putnam argues that mental states are not identical to physical states but are realised by them. Therefore the same type of mental state, e.g. a pain, can be realised by a variety of physical states, e.g. of humans, of Martians, even of computers, as long as these have the same functional organisation. 

***************

During the lecture we will be going through a close reading of Putnam, ‘Mental States as Functional States: Hilary Putnam, Psychological Predicates’ (this is an extract from Putnam’s ‘The Nature of Mental States’ [1975]), in Cottingham (ed.), Western Philosophy: an anthology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008). 
Section 2: Turing Machine analogy
· The Turing Machine has a number of possible outputs and there are various states that the Turing machine can be in.  The state the machine is in determines which output it will produce and what state it will go into when presented with a certain input. 
· This machine is programmed. Its behaviour is completely specified by a list of instructions (given in the form of a machine table) that specifies how the machine behaves for every possible combination of input and current state. 
· A probabilistic automaton as described my Putnam is an indeterministic Turing machine – i.e. a Turing Machine with a machine table (or programme / instructions) that does not specify exactly how to react on a combination of input symbol and certain state but gives probabilities of moving from one state to another (he uses the term ‘transition probabilities’). 

See separate handout.

· The purpose of the analogy is to clarify Putnam’s conception of the mind. 
· The crucial thing is the nature of the states of the Turing Machine. These states are functionally definable. We don’t have to talk about how the machine is made or constructed in order to define the states.  
· Mental states are definable in the same way.  It’s how we function when we are in a certain mental state that matters (not the neurophysiology details of the brain). In the case of people (rather than machines) the inputs are perceptual and the outputs are behavioural, but the basic idea is the same: mental states are definable in terms of (perceptual) inputs, (behavioural) outputs, and other functional states. 
‘I introduce the notion of a Description of a system. A Description of S where S is a system, is any true statement to the effect that S possesses distinct states S1, S2… Sn, which are related to one another and to the motor outputs and sensory inputs by the transition probabilities given in … a Machine Table’ (p.259).
Mental states are related to one another and to sensory inputs and behavioural outputs by the specifications of the machine table. He talks of the ‘Description of the system’ to describe the transition specifications given by the machine table. When we talk of a description of S – where S is a system – we mean that S possesses specific states, say S1, S2 (machine table states), etc, which are all related one another and to inputs and outputs, and the transition from input and state to output and state is specified by the machine table and takes place with a certain probability.

‘[K]nowing the Total State… involves knowing a good deal about how the system is likely to ‘behave’, given various combinations of sensory inputs, but does not involve knowing the physical realization of the Si as, e.g., physical-chemical states of the brain’ (p.259).  

Knowing the state the system is in at a given time involves knowing how it functions, or knowing the behavioural outputs, given the various perceptual inputs. Mental states are definable in terms of (perceptual) inputs, (behavioural) outputs, and other functional states. It’s how we function when we are in a certain mental state that matters, and knowing this does not involve knowing the neurophysiology details of the brain. What matters is what the system does when it is in that state, not the mechanics of how the state at any given time comes to be physically realized. 

‘All organisms capable of feeling pain are Probabilistic Automata’ (p.259). 

Here he’s not saying that sentient organisms are machines, but that sentient beings behave according to probability measures. The brains of sentient organisms operate very much like a physical system that functions according to the way it’s programmed and the behaviour of sentient beings is probabilistic. The program specifies, for each state and set of inputs, the probability with which the machine will enter some subsequent state and produce some particular output (or behaviour).

· Putnam’s functionalism allows that states like pain may be realised in many different biological structures, or many different species, provided those structures play the appropriate causal role. (for eg, when the sensory inputs signal damage to the body, the ‘inputs… have a high disvalue in the Machine’s preference function’, p.259: i.e. the being, - the human or animal – is organised in a way that it attaches much importance to avoiding harmful stimulus. On this account pain may be realised in any suitably organised system. 
· The essential claim of functionalism is that what characterises mental states is not that they are physical in nature but their causal role – their relationships to other mental states and to bodily behaviour. 

Section 3: criticisms of identity theory.

If pain = certain physical/chemical state of the brain then we need to specify a brain state such that any organism is in pain if it possesses a brain of a suitable phy-chemical structure and its brain is in that state. 

The state must be a possible state of all beings capable of feeling pain (including extra-terrestrials, if they were capable of feeling pain) and, at the same time, must not be a possible state of the brain of any creature not capable of feeling pain (p.260)
He thinks that mind-brain identity theory is ambitious to say the least. He goes on to say that ‘The hypothesis becomes even more ambitious when we realise that the brain-state theorist is not just saying that pain is a brain states; he is, of course, concerned to maintain that every psychological state is a brain state. Thus if we can find even one psychological predicate which can clearly be applied to both a mammal and an octopus (say ‘hungry’), but who physical-chemical ‘correlate’ is different in the two cases, the brain-state theory has collapsed’ (p.260-61). 
Functionalism V identity theory
· When we see organisms that behave similarly this gives us a reason to suppose that they have a similar functional organisation, but not really much of a reason to suppose that they have the same physical-chemical processes going on (p.261). Mental states seem to be causally related to bodily behaviour in and across different species, so that it appears that the brains of any animal capable of these states will have a certain functional organisation (p.261). 
· It may be that we can discover psychological laws that are not species-specific, but more general, and if we can do this then it may be that we will be able to find a description of the kind of functional organisation that’s necessary and sufficient for a certain psychological state. 
· ‘In contrast, the mind-brain identity theorist though has to hope for the eventual development of neuro-physiological laws that are species-independent, which seems much less reasonable than the hope that psychological laws (of a sufficiently general kind) may be specie-impendent’.

· If a psychological state, say pain, is causally defined (in terms of its relations to other mental states, outputs and inputs) then it’s possible that an organism with the appropriate functional organisation, irrespective of species, can experience pain even though they may have very different physical and chemical constitutions. 

Section 4: functionalism V behaviourism
· Putnam argues that behavioural dispositions do not successfully explain the concept of pain (p.261). 
· Indeed, the behaviourist’s explanation for pain is somewhat circular: the required behavioural disposition for X being in pain is explained by saying that it is the disposition of X to behave as if X were in pain. 
· However, the functionalist, Putnam says, can specify the relevant functional state in a non-circular way, without using the notion of pain, namely as a ‘the state of receiving sensory inputs which play a certain role in the Functional Organisation of the organism’. This role can be explained by reference to the fact that the input organs have the function of detecting damage to the body and the ‘inputs themselves represent a condition that the organism assigns a high disvalue to’ (p.262). 
Exercises

Explain what functionalism is by reference to the computer analogy. 

Give reasons for and against functionalism.

Explain Putnam’s hypothesis that conscious states such as pain are ‘functional states’. Why does he think this is better that identifying conscious states with brain states, and is he right?
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