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Introduction: Can Humans Think?

The official doctrine, which hails chiefly from Descartes, is something like this.
With the doubtful exceptions of idiots and infants in arms every human being
has both abody and a mind.... Human bodies are in space and are subject to the
mechanical laws which govern all other bodies in space.... But minds are not in
space, nor are their operations subject to mechanical laws. The workings of one
mind are not witnessable by other observers; its career is private. Only I can take
direct cognisance of the states and processes of my own mind. (1-2)

I shall often speak of it [this “official doctrine”], with deliberate abusiveness, as
‘the dogma of the Ghost in the Machine’ T hope to prove that it is entirely false,
and false not in detail but in principle. It is not merely an assemblage of partic-
ular mistakes. It is one big mistake and a mistake of a special kind. It is, namely,
a category-mistake. It represents the facts of mental life as if they belonged to
one logical type or category (or range of types or categories), when they actually
belong to another. The dogma is therefore a philosopher’s myth. (5-6)

[Under the official doctrine,] One person could in principle never recognise
the difference between the rational and the irrational utterances issuing from
other human bodies, since he could never get access to the postulated immaterial
causes of some of their utterances. Save for the doubtful exception of himself,
he could never tell the difference between a man and a Robot. (10)

Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, 6oth anniversary ed. (1949; London: Routledge, 2009),
doi:10.4324/9780203875858.

WHAT’S THAT WORD?
Use the Oxford English Dictionary oed.com to develop an explanation of why an

Oxford philosopher might have used the word “Robot” like this in 1949. Pay
close attention to the etymology and the list of examples (with dates).

Separate handout: Astounding Science-Fiction 27, no. 2 (April 1941), Internet Archive.
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