20th Century Anglo-American Philosophy

Putnam, Brains in a Vat
Study Questions

1. What are magical theories of reference?  Why does Putnam believe that “Thought words and mental pictures do not intrinsically represent what they are about”?  What does the word ‘intrinsically’ mean in this context?

2. What is Turing’s Imitation Game?  What is Putnam’s Turing Test for Reference?  Why does Putnam believe that “a machine which can do nothing but play the Imitation Game is clearly not referring any more than a record player is?  What more is needed, then, to be able to refer?

3. Why does Putnam deny that the brains in a vat could “refer to or represent trees or anything external”?  Why does Putnam believe that the brains in a vat could not “think or say that they are brains in a vat”?

4. According to Putnam, what two errors cause us to believe that brains in a vat are capable of thinking “We are brains in a vat.”?  
5. Putnam writes, “‘We are brains in a vat’ says something false (if it says anything).  In short, if we are brains in a vat, then ‘We are brains in a vat’ is false.   So it is necessarily false.”  Add the missing premises and put into sentential logic.

