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I. DESCRIPTION

Artificial  intelligence  is  a  hot  topic  today.  Reports  in  the  general  media  and
academic conferences about it have multiplied in recent years. Both great hopes
(e.g., personal immortality) and great fears (e.g., the extinction of humanity) have
become attached to the development of this new technology.

The aim of this seminar is to examine, philosophically, what the excitement and
concern is all about. The first half of the course will be dedicated to the question of
whether such a thing as artificial intelligence is even possible, strictly speaking. We
will begin with Alan Turing’s article “Computing machinery and intelligence” (1950),
which initiated the debate on this question, answering it in the affirmative. Then we
will  review  the  three  most  prominent  arguments  for  the  claim  that  (human-
equivalent)  artificial  intelligence  is  not  possible, namely  Searle  (1980),  Dreyfus
(1972/1992), and Penrose (1989). My position regarding these arguments will be
that, while they may have been valid with respect to the computational techniques
used in their time (e.g., rule-based programming), they do not apply anymore to
the new methods that are being employed today (e.g., artificial neural networks).

Based on this position, the second half of the course will start from the assumption
that human-equivalent and even superhuman artificial intelligence is a possibility. It
will be dedicated to the following question: What consequences would the creation
of such artificial intelligence, if it should happen, have for our world? We will begin
with Vernor Vinge’s essay “The coming technological singularity”, which, after the
so-called “AI winter” of the 1980s, rekindled the debate on the prospects of artificial
intelligence at the beginning of the 1990s. And then we will review the arguments
of the main proponents of both the optimistic  outlook (i.e., that,  thanks to the
development of AI, we will become masters of our fate and of the whole universe)
and the pessimistic outlook (i.e., that the advent of human-equivalent AI may mean
the end of humanity), namely Ray Kurzweil and Nick Bostrom, respectively.

In  order  to  offer  the  students  an  opportunity  to  practice  and  improve  their
(academic) English, the course will be entirely in that language: The readings are in
English, the discussions in the classroom will be in English, and the assignments are
to be written in English too.
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II. AIMS

The main aims of this course are

 to  confront  the  students  with  a  philosophical  topic  of  great  relevance,
namely the development of artificial intelligence;

 to make them acquainted with the most important philosophical writings on
this topic;

 and to help them improve their (academic) English in reading, writing, and
speaking.

III. METHODOLOY

The course will comprise 12 sessions, one per week, starting on September 4 and
ending  on  November  27.  The  sessions  will  begin  with  a  brief  introductory
presentation by the professor in which the historical and philosophical context of
the  text  to  be  discussed  in  the  session  will  be  laid  out.  This  introductory
presentation  will  then give  way to  a joint  discussion,  animated  and led by the
professor, of the principal ideas and arguments of the text.

Throughout the course, the students will practice academic writing in English. They
will write five short “think pieces” (one every two sessions) and a longer final essay
(see section “Assignments” below for details).

The professor will  be available two hours per week, on Thursday from 15:00 to
17:00, for individual consultations.

IV. CONTENTS

The seminar will mainly be dedicated to two questions:

1) Is human-equivalent—or even superhuman—artificial intelligence possible?

2) What consequences would  the creation of  such artificial  intelligence,  if  it
should happen, have for our world?

V. ASSIGNMENTS

The students will be expected to complete the following assignments:

 Five short “think pieces” (one page or 400 words maximum), one every two
sessions, on some aspect of the readings that the student finds particularly
interesting or questionable.

 A final essay of 6 pages or 2000 words maximum on a topic chosen by the
student. The students are invited to consult with the professor about their
topic before writing the essay.

VI. SCHEDULE

1. Wednesday, Sept. 4 Topic: Introduction to the topic and organization of the 
course

Reading: –



2. Wednesday, Sept. 11 Topic: Turing: The possibility of human-equivalent 
artificial intelligence

Reading: Alan Turing, “Computing machinery and 
intelligence”.

3. Wednesday, Sept. 25 Topic: Searle: Doubts about the possibility of human-
equivalent artificial intelligence, I

Reading: John Searle, “Minds, brains, and programs”.

4. Wednesday, October 2 Topic: Dreyfus: Doubts about the possibility of human-
equivalent artificial intelligence, II

Reading: Hubert Dreyfus, What computers can’t do, 
Introduction, pp. xv–xvii (until “we should settle the 
question”); Part I, Conclusion (pp. 61–63); Part II, 
Introduction (pp. 67–69); Chapter 3 (pp. 71–74); 
Chapter 4, pp. 75–81 (until “Simon’s work is 
evaluated”); Chapter 5, pp. 101–103 (until “that is, his 
accomplishment”); Chapter 6 (pp. 118–36).

5. Wednesday, October 9 Topic: Penrose: Doubts about the possibility of human-
equivalent artificial intelligence, III

Reading: Roger Penrose, The emperor’s new mind, 
Chapter 9, pp. 374–84 & 389–98 (i.e., the sections 
“What are brains actually like?”, “Where is the seat of 
consciousness?”, “How do nerve signals work?”, 
“Computer models”, and “Brain plasticity”), and Ch. 10,
pp. 405–13 (i.e., the sections “What are minds for?” 
and “What does consciousness actually do?”).

6. Wednesday, Oct. 16 Topic: Vinge: The idea of a coming “singularity”, I

Reading: Vernor Vinge, “The coming technological 
singularity”.

7. Wednesday, Oct. 23 Topic: Kurzweil: The idea of a coming “singularity”, II

Reading: Ray Kurzweil, The Singularity is near, 
Prologue and Chapter 1.

8. Wednesday, Oct. 30 Topic: Kurzweil: The hope that, thanks to AI, we will 
become masters of the universe

Reading: Ray Kurzweil, The Singularity is near, Ch. 6.

9. Wednesday, Nov. 6 Topic: Bostrom: The possibility of a future 
superintelligence

Reading: Nick Bostrom, Superintelligence, Preface, 
Chapters 6 & 7.



10. Wednesday, Nov. 13 Topic: Bostrom: The problem of how to control a 
superintelligence

Reading: Bostrom, Superintelligence, Chapters 8 & 9.

11. Wednesday, Nov. 20 Topic: Bostrom: Possible solutions to the control 
problem

Reading: Bostrom, Superintelligence, Chapters 12, 13 &
15.

12. Wednesday, Nov. 27 Topic: Review and conclusion

Reading: –
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