
Paul Churchland

For over three decades, Paul Churchland has been a provocative and contro-
versial philosopher of mind and philosopher of science. He is most famous as
an advocate of “eliminative materialism,” whereby he suggests that our com-
monsense understanding of our own minds is radically defective and that the
science of brain demonstrates this (just as an understanding of physics reveals
that our commonsense understanding of a flat and motionless earth is similarly
false). This collection offers an introduction to Churchland’s work, as well as a
critique of some of his most famous philosophical positions. Including contri-
butions by both established and promising young philosophers, it is intended
to complement the growing literature on Churchland, focusing on his contri-
butions in isolation from those of his wife and philosophical partner, Patricia
Churchland, as well as on his contributions to philosophy as distinguished from
those to Cognitive Science.
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Contemporary Philosophy in Focus

Contemporary Philosophy in Focus offers a series of introductory volumes
to many of the dominant philosophical thinkers of the current age. Each vol-
ume consists of newly commissioned essays that cover major contributions of
a preeminent philosopher in a systematic and accessible manner. Comparable
in scope and rationale to the highly successful series Cambridge Companions
to Philosophy, the volumes do not presuppose that readers are already inti-
mately familiar with the details of each philosopher’s work. They thus combine
exposition and critical analysis in a manner that will appeal to students of phi-
losophy and to professionals as well as to students across the humanities and
social sciences.

forthcoming volumes:

Ronald Dworkin edited by Arthur Ripstein
Jerry Fodor edited by Tim Crane
Saul Kripke edited by Alan Berger
David Lewis edited by Theodore Sider and Dean Zimmermann
Bernard Williams edited by Alan Thomas

published volumes:

Stanley Cavell edited by Richard Eldridge
Donald Davidson edited by Kirk Ludwig
Daniel Dennett edited by Andrew Brook and Don Ross
Thomas Kuhn edited by Thomas Nickles
Alasdair MacIntyre edited by Mark Murphy
Hilary Putnam edited by Yemina Ben-Menahem
Richard Rorty edited by Charles Guignon and David Hiley
John Searle edited by Barry Smith
Charles Taylor edited by Ruth Abbey
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Preface

Philosophy is, among other conceptions no doubt, a human quest for com-
prehension, particularly self-comprehension. Who am I? How should I
understand the world and myself? It is in this context that the philosoph-
ical importance of Paul M. Churchland (PMC) is most evident. For three
decades and counting, PMC has encouraged us to conceive of ourselves
from the “Neurocomputational Perspective” – not only as a minded crea-
ture, but also as minded due to our remarkable nervous system. Our brains,
ourselves. This represents a unique and interesting way to approach this
hoary philosophical enquiry.

However, his lasting intellectual contribution as we enter a new millen-
nium is not so much some particular way of seeing ourselves, but rather
his unwavering belief that we are capable of perceiving the world and our-
selves in ways very different from the norm. PMC has made a career as
a sort of Patron Saint of Radical Re-conceptualization. Again and again
he argues that we do not have to see ourselves in ordinary and well-worn
terms. Copernicus had us throw out our commonsense framework of a flat,
motionless Earth, wandering planets, and a sphere of fixed stars and showed
us how to see the night sky with new eyes. PMC urges us to consider the
possibility that many more such conceptual revolutions await us, if only we
would give them a fair hearing.

The invocation of Copernicus is fitting. PMC is a philosopher of mind
whose intuitions and ideas are primarily informed by science and the philos-
ophy of science. As he put it in the preface to his 1989 A neurocomputational
perspective: The nature of mind and the structure of science, “The single most
important development in the philosophy of mind during the past forty
years has been the emerging influence of philosophy of science. . . . Since
then it has hardly been possible to do any systematic work in the philoso-
phy of mind, or even to understand the debates, without drawing heavily on
themes, commitments, or antecedent expertise drawn from the philosophy
of science” (xi). Whereas for many, philosophy of psychology (or philoso-
phy of cognitive science) is primarily a branch of philosophy of mind, PMC

ix
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x Preface

sees it as a branch of philosophy of science; that is, as the exploration into
the unique philosophical problems raised in the context of the scientific
study of the mind/brain.

In the pages of this collection of papers, a number of Paul Churchland’s
contemporaries explore and assess his contributions to a variety of discus-
sions within philosophy. The various authors will discuss his views both
with an eye toward explicating his sometimes counterintuitive (and there-
fore often provocative) positions and another toward critiquing his ideas.
The result should be a deeper appreciation of his work and his contribution
to the present academic milieu.

In addition to a number of articles over the years, there have been a
small number of book length works and collections on the philosophy of
Paul Churchland (jointly with that of his wife, Patricia). Notable among
these has been McCauley’s 1996 collection, The Churchlands and their critics
(McCauley 1996), which brings together a number of philosophers and sci-
entists to comment critically on various aspects of their philosophy along
with an informative response by the Churchlands. A very accessible, short-
but-book-length exploration is Bill Hirstein’s recent On the Churchlands
(Hirstein 2004). While both of these are recommended to the reader inter-
ested in learning more about Churchland’s philosophy, the present volume
attempts to be different from, while at the same time being complementary
to, this existing literature.

As with Hirstein’s volume, the present collection attempts to be acces-
sible to the nonexpert on the neurocomputational perspective. But unlike
it, we do so from the multiple perspectives of the contributors and cover
a wider array of topics. Where Hirstein’s volume has the virtue of a single
author’s unified narrative, the present volume has the virtue of a variety of
perspectives on the philosopher at hand.

The McCauley volume is also a collection of papers by various authors,
but the goal there is explicitly critical; whereas in the present volume, the
critical element is strongly leavened with exegetical ingredients. All the
authors here spend a good amount of space spelling out Churchland’s posi-
tion before taking issue with it. Also, the explicit target here is to understand
the work of Paul Churchland as a philosopher. Because Churchland works in
the highly interdisciplinary field of Cognitive Science and spends much of
his time engaging neuroscientists of various stripes, it is often useful to con-
sider his contributions to the world as a cognitive scientist. While a laudable
endeavor, that is not the approach taken here. Here we are attempting to
come to grips with Churchland’s contribution to the philosophical realm,
although this should not be taken as devaluing his contributions elsewhere.
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Preface xi

Finally, other secondary literature dealing with the work of Paul
Churchland – including the two volumes discussed previously – often con-
sider his work as of a piece with that of his wife, Patricia Churchland. That
is not the approach here. Instead, we have set our sights on the work of
Paul, although his wife’s work is discussed as is necessary to understand
Paul’s philosophical insights. While their work is clearly interdependent at
a very deep level – often Paul’s work is the yin to Pat’s yang – each is a clear
and cogent thinker in his and her own right. To avoid having it seem that
Pat acts as the mere handmaiden to Paul’s work (or vice versa), we primarily
deal with Paul’s work here.1

Brian L. Keeley, Pitzer College

Note

1. Although see Note 1 of Chapter one for more on the difficulties of separating
the discussion of either philosopher from that of the other.
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