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1.  Can we know really different other minds? 
 
 
There has been a lot of recent discussion of minds that are different than our own.  The interest 
in the mind of the octopus is one example, fuelled by popular films, such as My Octopus Teacher, 
and popular books, such as Peter Godfrey-Smith’s Other Minds: The Octopus, The Sea, and the 
Origins of Consciousness.   
 
The classic problem of other minds asks what our epistemic basis is for thinking that other people 
have minds.  Each of us knows, from the first-person perspective, that we have a mind.  But we 
only have a third-person perspective on the lives of other people, where we rely not on inward 
introspection but on third-person observation—of speech and behaviour, for example.  We then 
infer that others have minds, and minds much like our own.  But are we justified in thinking that 
they have minds at all?   
 
One response to the problem is to suggest that we can use analogy with our own case to answer 
this question: when I touch the hot stove, yell “Ouch!”, and quickly withdraw my hand, I feel 
pain, so when someone else does that, they also feel pain. 
 
The problem of really different other minds is this: if creatures differ, in quite radical ways from us 
in how they behave, how they are built, and what they are made of, can we know that they have 
minds at all?  In the case of really different other minds, analogy doesn’t seem to be available.  
Can we have knowledge of really different other minds?  If so, how?  If not, why not? 
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2.  Is “cultural appropriation” a term that helps in efforts to respect peoples and cultures? 
 
 
Recently the ABC program The Philosophers Zone, hosted by David Rutledge, did an episode on 
the notion of cultural appropriation.  Here is the summary lead into the program: 
 

Creative expression is common to all humanity, yet in an increasingly connected, 
globalised world, borrowing freely between cultures can draw moral condemnation. 
Cultures have fuzzy edges, and it can be hard for the unwary artist to know exactly when 
and where respectful homage tips into cultural appropriation. This week we’re looking at 
where the moral lines are drawn, and asking if “cultural appropriation” might be a term 
that obscures more than it reveals. 

 
Is there a line between cultural engagement and cultural appropriation?  If so, how do you draw 
it?  If not, why not?   To discuss the topic question as well as these questions most fruitfully, you 
should listen to the full episode, featuring University of Sydney philosophers Luara Ferracioli 
and Samuel Shpall, here.   
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3.  Do parents have an obligation to create the best child they can? 
 
 
Parents do all sorts of things to ensure that the lives of their children go as well as they can.  
Mothers-to-be avoid alcohol and tobacco consumption while they are pregnant; babies are fed, 
smiled at, cuddled, and protected; children are sent to good schools to learn.  Some philosophers 
have suggested that these practices, which involve intervening on the environment, reflect a 
moral principle: that parents should do what they can to ensure that their children have good 
lives.   
 
The bioethicists Julian Savulescu and Guy Kahane have suggested that we can apply a version of 
this principle to the creation of children: parents should do what they can to create children with the 
best chance of the best life possible.  A more cautiously expressed version of this idea is what 
Savulescu and Kahane call the principle of procreative beneficence.  They have also suggested that this 
principle implies that parents have a prima facie reason to create children who are disability-free.  
These ideas play out in contemporary bioethics in discussions of genetic enhancement, 
biotechnology, and reproductive rights. 
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4.  Is knowing yourself the first step to knowing anything at all? 

 
Consider the following cartoon, created by the philosopher Pete Mandik (and reproduced with 
his kind permission) as part of his ongoing series Mind Chunks, which feature on the popular 
philosophy blog Daily Nous: 

 
The cartoon depicts a playful dialogue around Descartes’s famous argument “I think, therefore I 
am”.  Attend to several of the moves in the dialectic, back and forth between the two main 
protagonists.  Does the main argument here prove one’s own existence?  Is that or anything else 
a secure foundation for knowledge?  Why or why not? 
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