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textbook version of the overarching theory, just as everybody can
now understand the theory of life, evolution by natural selection,
even if the details of methylation of DNA molecules or the dy-
namics of climatic pumping and habitat tracking remain fuzzy
at best for most understanders. It is a special irony that Noam
Chomsky is often cited as the authoritative source of the idea that
our minds are cognitively closed, for Chomsky drew our attention
to the marvelous feature of language that makes this a negligible
surmise: because language is systematically productive—that is to
say, its well-formed formulae are composed in ways that permit
one to understand the wholes by understanding the parts—each
of us can understand what might as well be an infinity of dif-
ferent explanations—some true, most false, but comprehensible
when well-formed. The claim that consciousness is an insoluble
mystery implies that the true explanation of consciousness could
not be composed in, or translated into, language we can under-
stand, that no chain of comprehensible explanations could ever
lead to an explanation of consciousness. I have never seen anyone
advance an argument for that conclusion.

What are the most important open problems in contem-
porary philosophy of mind? What are the most promising
prospects?

Al

We still need a good theory of semantic information. Both cogni-
tive scientists and evolutionary biologists make heavy use of a con-
cept (or concepts—it isn’t clear if they are exactly the same) of in-
formation that is manifestly not the well-studied Shannon-Weaver
concept, and nobody—to my knowledge—has propounded and de-
fended a good theory of this concept. Does information about
food preferences or nest building techniques by birds get passed
through the germ line, in the genes, or does it get passed through
social learning? We can say a lot about how to answer this question
(do some cross-fostering studies, and see if the fledglings adopt the
practices of their foster parents) but we don’t have a good clean
theory of the sort of information that can either ride along on the
DNA or be picked up in the light as it enters the fledglings’ eyes.
Can the information that is picked up by Gricean implicatures
also be transmitted in other ways? What is the relation between
explicit and implicit information transfer by communicative acts?
Should all differences that make a difference count as semantic
information? (A dog growls at the stranger at the door. Some-
thing in the dog—something that might be a memory of a similar
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looking or smelling person who abused him, or might just be an
emotional scar of sorts, or even an innate suspicion-mechanism
directed at anything novel—was triggered by the encounter and
provoked the growl. What information does it carry? How can we
align the information of such states, whatever they are, with the
sentences of natural or scientific language that articulate content
explicitly?)

We are beginning to understand the tight interplay between our
normative and indeed ethical notions and our ways of conceiving
of the goings-on in our minds. This rapprochement of ethics and
philosophy of mind (via neuroscience and evolutionary theory!) is
a frontier on which much work still needs to be done.

From my vantage point I see the pace of discovery picking up. In
the last decade or so, we've learned a great deal about the under-
lying mechanisms of the brain and how they might work together
to create the “non-mechanistic” phenomena of mind. The fit be-
tween folk psychology and neuroscience is fitful and tantalizing—a
mixture of sudden insights and frustrating complications. We are
so close and yet so far. Our students can begin their careers with
a detailed and flexible inventory of concepts, methods, and results
that were unimagined by our professors when we were students.
Along the way, the false starts and misbegotten agendas have often
been inspired by visions that contained demonstrable philosoph-
ical errors and confusions, so we philosophers have not just been
along for the ride.
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