Review of David Braddon-Mitchell & Frank Jackson, ‘Three Challenges to Functionalism’ in Philosophy of Mind and Cognition, Blackwell Publishers: Oxford, pp. 104 – 111

In this chapter authors David Braddon-Mitchell and Frank Jackson, true to the title of the chapter, focus on three challenges to functionalism. The purpose of this chapter is firstly to, present objections to the notion of functionalism. Secondly, to evaluate these counter proposals against the criterion of a and b:

(a) whether the example really is, on reflection, of a creature that is unlike us psychologically, and
(b)  to the extent that it is, we ask whether the example shows that functionalism is false., or does it instead teach us something important about which functional roles are crucial. (1)

This is an important endeavour because earlier in the book they have discussed what functionalism is and established that it’s a solid concept, in this chapter the arguments made enable a dissection of functionalism to be made. Their offering of multiple objections mirrors the support for the multiple concepts of functionalism. By using analogies in their antagonistic attack of functionalism, the authors allow their reader to assign real-world examples to a metaphysical concept otherwise difficult to envision. 
To understand how Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson are able to object to the notion of functionalism, it is important to know which view of functionalism they refer to. They take functionalism to be ‘anything that is functionally like us in the relevant respects is psychologically like us’ (1). Meaning that if something acts in the same way as a human would act, it follows that that thing would be human-like in its psychological nature. For example, if a non-human thing is able to process to the same level as a human is capable of processing, it too can be considered human. Arguably this statement by Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson is an allusion to the potential for consciousness to exist in inanimate processing units, providing that is functionalism is true and the parameters are satisfied.
One of the proposals the authors present is their variation of John Searle’s thought experiment The Chinese room[footnoteRef:1], and this is where my review will be built upon.  The section entitled The Chinese room begins immediately by diving into explaining the authors’ version of Searle’s thought experiment. The analogy imagines someone called Tex who is locked in a room, a person that understands English but not Chinese. In the room with them are in-chutes and out-chutes through which information is fed in and out of the room. There is also a book that contains English instructions on manipulating Chinese symbols. Information comes into the room as stories in Chinese accompanied by questions also in Chinese. Tex, who cannot decipher Chinese symbols must rely on the book written in English in order to respond to the questions using Chinese. Tex is oblivious to what the symbols mean or the information Tex is processing. (2)   [1:  Searle, John., ‘Is the Brain’s Mind A Computer Program?’, Scientific American, Jan 1990.] 

The authors expand the example further by updating it to the modern reader by replacing the book of instructions with a display screen and keyboard in the room and a computer outside the room. Despite the change in the feeding and relaying of information, the book is still the connecting factor as Tex still does not understand Chinese. Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson outline that it is this example that they will use as the foundation of their discussion. Here I find, that is where the authors’ work directly mirrors Searle’s original argument as his aim asks Is the Brain’s Mind A Computer Program?[footnoteRef:2]  [2:   Searle, ibid.] 

At this point in the chapter they pause from their analogous explanation and offer their inference of what Searle’s paper argues. (3) This inference states that while Tex in his ignorant processing, may always produce intelligent answers that are legible to one that understands Chinese to the questions being asked, it is not sufficient to infer that Tex understands Chinese. This is because the reality is that the results are obtained because of the bigger system that Tex is merely a part of. Tex still has no grasp of what is required to understand how he is processing his actions or what the symbols actually mean. (3) The authors’ inference is accurate and well-informed, it is impossible to state that Tex understands Chinese with the evidence as it currently stands. This matches Searle’s conclusion at the same point of inquiry: 

‘I am totally ignorant of Chinese. And there is no way I could come to understand Chinese in the system as described, since there is no way that I can learn the meanings of any of the symbols. Like a computer, I manipulate symbols, but I attach no meaning to the symbols.’[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Searle, ibid.] 

	
Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson reiterate this in their own words and lead us further into their inquiry by hypothesising whether Tex with Book as the system, is actually the system that understands Chinese. (3) They muse of the requirements necessary to understand a language, by posing a question which allows the reader to clearly understand where the authors are with their argument. As I identified earlier, this clarity of writing is beneficial to the audience, as it is imperative to understand what is being said. The complexity of the linguistics in the analogy, without this clarity, leads to a non-understanding of the argument and potential confusion for the reader who is unable to fathom the conclusion. Upon posing this question, the authors immediately answer it by suggesting the plausibility that to ‘answer comprehension questions (…) is part of what is required (…) but it is very much less than all that is required’ Other things required can be included, in part, as needing flexibility and extemporization when answering questions. To apply this to Tex with Book, without this requirement of flexibility and extemporization, Tex with Book will always provide the same answers to the same questions asked. While this may always provide the expected and correct response, such perfect repetition may make people ‘start to think that we are interacting with an automaton rather than a thinker and understander.’(3) 
At this point, Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson have yet to diverge from Searle’s original point. This next section goes on to elaborate the example further by supposing that, Tex plus Room has all of the capabilities required to understand a language.  This is done by supposing that the Book is able to offer instructions of how to counteract the repetition of the symbols Tex is shown on the display screen by analysing whether if and how often, a particular set of symbols have appeared on the screen previously. This is where the writing in the chapter becomes slightly difficult to follow, there is less clarity on the author’s behalf, and it is not wholly ridiculous to assume that those who are not versed in such technical literary reading may find that this explanation falls on deaf ears. Despite the lack of clarity in the authors’ writing, the example continues, and the authors explain that in order for Tex plus Room to respond in a manner that is seemingly autonomous, the Book must be sufficient in its ability to instruct, to the degree that it also includes instruction on how to modify itself in response to repeated questions. Through this Tex plus Room is able to generate responses that are the same as the responses given by an intelligent Chinese speaking person. It follows that, Tex plus Room at this stage now meets the conditions of successfully passing the Turing Test.[footnoteRef:4] The authors explain that to pass the Turing Test ‘is to respond to questions will all the signs of intelligence and thought distinctive of thinkers like us.’ (4) The two authors present, in conjunction with Searle, the same idea that at this point Tex plus Room will necessarily pass the Turing Test, however, is still insufficient in meeting the criteria of understanding the Chinese language. (4) There are of course, oppositions at this junction, and some have argued that Tex plus Room is, in fact, sufficient enough to understand Chinese.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Searle, ibid. ]  [5: 
] 


	Focusing back on the chapter, Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson defend their position that Tex plus Room does not equal an understanding of Chinese, by looking more in depth at the linguistics that are necessary to facilitate an understanding. More accurately, the differences of and between syntax and semantics and their relevance to the Chinese room analogy. Syntax involves how to categorise what is grammatically correct, and how to classify words, whether a word is a noun or a verb, etc. Semantics is the interpretation of words and sentences and is related what meaning words and sentences have. Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson relay that mastering a language’s semantics is what constitutes the understanding of it. (4) They assign this statement to the Chinese room analogy, by acknowledging that Tex has mastered the semantics of English and therefore understands English but knowing the semantics of one language is not transferable and cannot be applied to another language, like Chinese. The understanding of English that Tex has allows him to follow the book’s instructions, which in turn provides the correct response in Chinese. However, the understanding of Chinese that Tex has is only of certain syntactic abilities. (4) This syntactic understanding allows Tex to match up Chinese characters from a book to a screen but does not constitute that he understands what the characters mean. For the authors, similarly to Searle, Tex lacks the ability to understand Chinese because he in himself is currently unavailable to acquire what is needed, a semantic ability of the Chinese language. The authors also state that Tex plus Book is also insufficient to claim a semantic ability of Chinese, as this system does not understand what Chinese words are, merely how to locate and replicate them. They defend their point by saying that the system of Tex plus Book is unable to respond in the right way to the meaning of Chinese words.
	In the last section before their conclusion Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson exacerbate the already thrice changed example further to now have the outside computer be a robot that is able to be programmed by Tex in the Chinese room. The robot sends the information through its robotic eyes and ears into the room in digital form. The difference now is, that after Tex is able to output the responses to the robot, the robot is able to move and interact, on the level of a Cantonese-speaking adult woman. The authors put this down to the fact that the book can facilitate a program that reaches this level. It is important to note that at this point, the authors do not clarify if Tex is able to understand Chinese or if he is simply relaying the information like in previous sections. This adds ambiguity to an otherwise clearly written chapter. It is mentioned, however, that Tex is somehow able to process the responses faster than previously achieved, but no explanation is given for this. (5)
 One could analogize that the longer Tex spends in the Chinese room his syntactic ability for Chinese improves, which seemingly supports a notion that one may have, that through his experience in the Chinese room will eventually lead Tex to understanding the language. I would disagree with this as his syntactic ability will be the only thing to improve, but the parallels between syntax and semantics are not one that can be bridged through this kind of experience. Tex may spend an indefinite period of time in the room with his processing ability continually improving, however his understanding of the Chinese language will remain the same because he is not working towards mastering the semantics of Chinese. 
The authors now start to explain the final manifestation of their Chinese room analogy. They state that at this point in their inquiry, they have reached a point where it now seems that the system understands Chinese. But they maintain that Tex still does not understand Chinese. This seems almost counter-intuitive, how can the answer have changed, yet so far, the authors have maintained that if Tex does not understand Chinese, it follows that the system also does not understand Chinese. 
Enter Lin, the proposed solution to the Chinese room problem. Consider Lin, an entity that is comprised of the ‘book that contains the all-important program, parts of Tex’s brain, the robot and the radio’.(5) Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson present that Lin is the system that understands Chinese. From the text, it seems that Lin exists in physical form outside of the room as a robot body that is able to receive information from the surrounding environment but requires a processing unit in the form of Tex plus Room in order to react accordingly to her surroundings. To clarify the differences between Tex and Lin, the authors give a scenario where ‘Lin whose robot body is entering Kowloon, might believe she was entering Kowloon. Tex, in a laboratory in Dallas might not even know that Kowloon exists, let alone believe that he or anyone else is entering it.’ (5) This is the authors’ conclusion that ‘plausible versions of functionalism will have to say that there is an understanding of Chinese (by the relevant entity, not Tex): but in doing so, we turn the example into one where intuition also says that there is an understanding of Chinese.’ (6) 
Finally, we have reached the place of divergence between the authors and Searle. The authors address a potential response Searle might make against the claim that there exists an entity that understands Chinese whilst Tex, who is the facilitator of the entity, does not. Tex is responsible for Lin’s understanding of Chinese, even though he, himself, is completely oblivious to the semantics of the language. They further that Searle would respond that there must be a bigger system than Tex that does the bulk of the work and this is what is distinct from Tex and therefore can understand much that Tex does not. To remove any other system, Searle may suggest that Tex memorises the book and stores the data in his head, in this case there would be no distinction between Tex and Lin’s functionality. This would lead to the position that if Tex fails to understand Chinese, then so too would Lin. (5) Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson do not believe that this distinction is important, as they put it that Tex and Lin would simply share a brain in this case. Which they argue is not too unbelievable of a notion, when compared to the notion of bodily hosts with multiple personalities. Further still, they provide imagery not to dissimilar to Searle’s imagery of computers in the form of an analogy of common computer science where a system emulating another system cannot answer specific questions about the emulated system, whereas the emulated system is able to. 

Overall, the authors Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson successfully fulfil their aims to provide a counter proposal to functionalism in order to either prove functionalism false or learn the important features of functionally similar systems that have a similar psychological make-up. By exploring the example of the Chinese Room, the authors clearly show with each step of the changing examples what is still needed by the system for an intuitive belief that the system can understand Chinese. An outstanding feature of the chapter is found in that it is clear enough for someone ignorant of the issues to read and understand, yet complex enough to allow the reader to explore fairly complicated subject matter. 
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