
Externalism and Ecological Action 
PNP Seminar 496 - Spring 2017 

Course Syllabus 
M W 1-2:30 

Village House 26 
 
 
 

1. Instructor 
 

Natalia Washington  
Wilson Hall 101 
nataliawashington@wustl.edu 
Office Hours: T 12:00-2:00 or by appointment 

 
2. Course Description 
 

An increasingly prominent movement in philosophy of mind emphasizes the embodied, 
distributed, social, and externalized character of much of our cognition. After reviewing 
some of the theoretical background (from Rob Wilson) and evolutionary foundations (from 
Robert Boyd and Pete Richerson), we will explore recent work that emphasizes the ways that 
brains and environments interact to produce fluent and intelligent human behavior in our 
social and moral environments." Prerequisite: A 300 level Philosophy course (Phil/PNP 315 
is recommended); and PNP major with last Junior semester or Senior standing. Audit option 
will only be allowed for graduate students. 

 
3. Readings 
 

We will be reading the following books over the course of the semester, which should be 
available at the standard campus bookstores, and can certainly be ordered online: 
 

• Richerson, P and Boyd, R. Not by Genes Alone: How Culture Transformed Human 
Evolution. (The University of Chicago Press, 2005). 

• Sterelny, K. Thought in a Hostile World: The Evolution of Human Cognition. (Wiley-
Blackwell, 2003). 

• Wilson, R. Boundaries of the Mind: The Individual in the Fragile Sciences. (Cambridge 
University Press, 2005). 
 

All other readings will be available as .pdfs on the course website: 
 

https://nataliawashington.com/externalism-and-ecological-action-spring-2017/ 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:nataliawashington@wustl.edu
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4. Course Requirements and Grading 
 

Grades will be given on a 0-100 point grading scale: 
 
100-98:  A+ 
97-94:  A 
93-90:   A- 
89-87:   B+ 
86-83:   B  
82-80:   B- 
79-77:   C+ 
76-73:   C 
72-70:   C- 
69-60:   D 
59-0:   F 

 
Final grades will be determined as follows: 

Participation, in class discussion:  10% 
Participation, blog posts:   10% 
Prospectus:     10% 
End of Semester Presentation:  20% 
Final Paper     50% 
 

Course Blog: There is a course blog, which you can get to via the course website or directly 
at this address: http://externalismandecologicalaction2017.blogspot.com/ 

• Each enrolled student be required to twice post a summary (or outline) of an 
assigned reading, and twice post at least a response to another student’s summary. 
o Summaries should be posted by noon the day before class (so by noon on 

Sunday or Tuesday). Start a new entry for each of these. 
o Discussion questions (responses) should be posted by midnight, or roughly 

before you go to bed, that same day, (Sunday or Tuesday). Put these in the 
comments.  

• Comments and discussion on the blog in addition to the required posts is 
encouraged! All and only invited authors, i.e. people in the class, can see or 
contribute to the blog. 

 
Prospectus for Final Paper: A 2-3 page discussion of the paper you would like to write, 
including topic, the question you want to address, the conclusion you want to argue for, and 
how you might go about arguing for it–along with a 1 page outline of the structure of the 
paper as you’re envisioning it at this point. Due April 3rd. 
 
End of Semester Mini Conference: The last two weeks of the semester will be given over 
to presentation of works in progress, wherein each student will 

• Give a (roughly) twenty-minute presentation of their term paper project to the class. 
This should include the usual components such as a clearly stated thesis, presentation 
of the argument, perhaps response to an anticipated objection, etc., and can be done 
using handouts or via a PowerPoint presentation. 

http://externalismandecologicalaction2017.blogspot.com/


• Get (roughly) ten minutes of feedback from the class as a whole 
 
Final Paper: 12-15 pages (undergraduate students)/15-20 pages (graduate students). For 
each day late, 7 points will be deducted. Due May 1st. 

 
5. Classroom Policies 
 

Attendance and participation: Classes will be a mix of lecture and discussion focused on 
the topics raised by the readings. Students are encouraged to ask questions and participate in 
the conversation – this is usually the best way to get a grip on some very abstract issues and 
ultimately to understand philosophy. I realize that not everyone is equally outgoing or 
talkative in class. However, participation in class discussion almost always helps in learning 
philosophy. So while I highly encourage it, I do not penalize students simply for not 
speaking up. That said, a consistent record of participation and attendance always helps a 
student’s final grade if it is on a borderline at the end of the semester.  
 
Finally, and most importantly, be courteous and respectful toward your fellow 
classmates. 

 
Plagiarism: With the advent of the internet, plagiarism has become a serious problem at 
universities around the country, particularly in classes like this one, where papers determine a 
substantial part of the grade. In order to avoid plagiarizing from a source, both direct 
quotations and paraphrases or summaries of material found in traditional print media or on the 
internet must be acknowledged. If you have any questions about how this definition will be 
interpreted, please do not hesitate to discuss the matter with me. 
 
Plagiarism and cheating on exams undermines the integrity of the academic community. 
When undetected, it gives the perpetrator an unfair advantage over students who are graded 
on the basis of their own work. In this class we will do our best to detect plagiarism and 
cheating. Students who are aware of violations by others should bring this to my attention. 
This is the right thing to do. It is also in your own self-interest. There will be zero tolerance 
for plagiarism in this course. Plagiarized papers will receive a 0, the student will automatically 
fail the course, and their name will be handed given to the university authorities. 
 
With each paper assignment, a handful of students may be selected at random to submit 
their papers to TurnItIn, an online service that maintains an enormous database of papers 
that it uses to check for instances of plagiarism. 
 
External Sources: Using sources not listed on the syllabus in researching and writing your 
papers is fine, as long as they are both to the point, and are properly cited. And at all times, 
when in doubt, cite your sources! It is the best way to avoid being accused of plagiarism. 
This is probably the best place to make this point, too: Wikipedia can be valuable for getting 
a very broad grasp of positions and debates, but when it gets into details, especially on 
philosophic topics, it is very often horrible – sketchy, convoluted, misinformed, and often 
simply wrong. If you wish to consult online resources, I suggest you use some of the other, 
much better sites. Most prominent is the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, but others 
are useful as well: 



 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy http://plato.stanford.edu/ 
The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy http://www.iep.utm.edu/ 
 

For more on WUStL policy, see:  
 

http://wustl.edu/policies/undergraduate-academic-integrity.html 
http://cornerstone.wustl.edu/DisabilityResources.aspx 

 
 
6. Topics and Readings 
  

Here is a tentative list of topics and readings. We’ll reserve the right to pick and choose as 
we go, depending on how fast we are going, and what catches the collective imagination. 
Specific readings and dates will be announced in class or on the webpage. 

 
Week 1: Introduction and Background 

• Jan 18: Fodor (1985), Precis of Modularity of Mind 
 Cosmides and Tooby (1997), ‘Evolutionary Psychology: A Primer’ 

 
Week 2: Two Forms of Externalism 

• Jan 23: Passive/content/semantic externalism 
Putnam (1975), ‘The Meaning of Meaning’ 

• Jan 25: Active/vehicle externalism 
Clark & Chalmers (1998), ‘The Extended Mind’ 
Kosslyn (2006), ‘On the Evolution of Human Motivation: The Role of Social 
Prosthetic Systems’ 
 

Week 3: Externalism in the ‘Fragile Sciences’ 

• Jan 30: Wilson, Boundaries of the Mind, Chapters 1 

• Feb 1:  Wilson, Boundaries of the Mind, Chapter 3-4 
 
Week 4: Externalism in the ‘Fragile Sciences’ 

• Feb 6: Wilson, Boundaries of the Mind, Chapter 5 

• Feb 8: Wilson, Boundaries of the Mind, Chapter 6 
 
Week 5: Externalism in the ‘Fragile Sciences’ 

• Feb 13: Wilson, Boundaries of the Mind, Chapter 7 

• Feb 15: Wilson, Boundaries of the Mind, Chapters 8-9 
 
Week 6: Culture, Cultural Evolution, and Gene Culture Coevolution 

• Feb 20: Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone, Chapters 1-2  

• Feb 22: Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone, Chapters 3-4  
 
Week 7: Culture, Cultural Evolution, and Gene Culture Coevolution 

• Feb 27: Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone, Chapters 5-6 

http://wustl.edu/policies/undergraduate-academic-integrity.html


• Mar 1:   Richerson and Boyd, Not by Genes Alone, Chapter 7 
 
Week 8: Niche Construction and Engineering the Epistemic Niche 

• Mar 6: Sterelny, Thought in a Hostile World, Chapter 6 

• Mar 8: Sterelny, Thought in a Hostile World, Chapter 7 
 
Week 9: SPRING BREAK – NO CLASS 
 
Week 10: Niche Construction and Engineering the Epistemic Niche 

• Mar 20: Sterelny, Thought in a Hostile World, Chapter 8 

• Mar 22: Sterelny, Thought in a Hostile World, Chapter 9 
   Sterelny (2010) ‘Minds: Extended or Scaffolded?’ 

 
Week 11: Situated Agents and Moral Environments 

• Mar 27: Clark (2006), ‘Soft Selves and Ecological Control’ 
Ismael (2006) ‘Saving the Baby: Dennett on Autobiography, Agency,  
and the Self’ 

• Mar 29: Zawidzki (2017) ‘Mindshaping’ 
 

Week 12: Situated Agents and Moral Environments 

• Apr 3: Washington (2016) ‘Culturally Unbound: Cross-Cultural Cognitive Diversity  
and the Science of Psychopathology’ 
Murphy (2015) ‘Deviant Deviance: Cultural Diversity in DSM-5’ 

• Apr 5: Spripada & Stich (2006) ‘A Framework for the Psychology of Norms’  
 

Week 13: Situated Agents and Moral Environments 

• Apr 10: Vargas (2016a) ‘The Social Constitution of Agency and Responsibility:  
Oppression, Politics, and Moral Ecology’ 

• Apr 12: Haslanger (2017) ‘Racism, Ideology, and Social Movements’ 
Huebner (2016) ‘Implicit bias, Reinforcement Learning, and Scaffolded  
Moral Cognition’ 

 
Week 14: Mini-Conference 

• Apr 17: TBA 

• Apr 19: TBA 
 
Week 15: Mini-Conference 

• Apr 24: TBA 

• Apr 26: TBA 
 
 


