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Reading Guide for “The Nature of Mind” by David Armstrong 
(published 1980, reading excerpt summarizing behaviorism) 

 
Jeffrey Kaplan 

 
In “The Nature of Mind”, David Armstrong is arguing for a particular theory of mind. But for our 
purposes right now, we are not interested in the theory that Armstrong is arguing for. We are only 
interested in Armstrong’s summary of another theory. Armstrong summarizes the version of 
physicalism called “behaviorism”, and after summarizing it, he attacks it. But we are not reading his 
attack either. All we are reading is his summary of behaviorism.  

Start reading on the second column on p. 296 where it says “Having in this way attempted to 
justify…” and stop reading on the next page, in the second column, where it says “...squared with 
the obvious facts.” That’s it.  
 
On p. 296 
Armstrong uses the term “Materialism” for what we have mostly been calling “Physicalism”. These 
are both names for the same theory—the theory that everything, including the mind, is made up of 
physical stuff (physical particles and the ways that they interact with one another).  

Armstrong refers to two philosophers that we have read in this course. Keep in mind that 
we did not read all of Ryle's book The Concept of Mind. So there may be some things that Armstrong 
says that Ryle says, but which we did not read. Don't worry too much about this. 

Towards the end of the paragraph beginning "Now there is one account...", Armstrong gives 
a pretty clear statement of behaviorism. Make sure that you start to get a grasp of what behaviorism 
is.  
 
On p. 297 
In the paragraph beginning "It is clear that such a view...", Armstrong says how behaviorism is a 
version of physicalism.  

In the paragraph beginning "However, the version of Behaviorism...", Armstrong lays out an 
obvious problem for behaviorism. Make sure that you understand how exactly this is a problem. 
When you read this paragraph you should feel the force of the problem for the behaviorist. You 
should think to yourself, "Oh yeah, that really is a problem. It looks like behaviorism is in trouble." 
If it doesn't feel like a problem, then go back and re-read the last few paragraphs a few times. Make 
sure you understand what behaviorism is and what the problem is supposed to be. 

In the next few paragraphs we get a solution to this problem. The problem is solved not by 
attacking the problem, or even by defending behaviorism against it. Rather, the problem is solved by 
changing behaviorism. The theory is refined or adapted so that the problem is no longer a problem 
for it. How is behaviorism changed so that it avoids the problem? The answer is a little complicated. 
Armstrong explains how behaviorism gets changed and it is your job to understand his explanation.  

This change to behaviorism involves the notion of a disposition. There is no way that you can 
understand how behaviorism gets changed if you don't understand what a disposition is. The 
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paragraph beginning with "In my view..." explains what a disposition is. Read this paragraphs as 
many times as you need to in order to understand what a disposition is. Ryle gives an example of a 
disposition: brittleness. If you understand what a disposition is, then you should be able to produce 
some examples of your own. Try. 

Finally, in the paragraph beginning "Now how did Ryle and others use the notion of a 
disposition to behave to meet the obvious objection to Behaviorism..." Armstrong explains how 
Ryle and others use the notion of "a disposition to behave" to meet the obvious objection to 
behaviorism. That is, Armstrong explains how behaviorism gets changed such that the objection is 
no longer a problem for it.  
 
You are only being asked to read a few paragraphs. This is probably not even one whole page of 
material, altogether. So make sure you read thoroughly. It would not be crazy to read this 5 or 10 
times, or even more. Go through it and make sure you understand what behaviorism is. 


