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Materialism 

Descartes: thinking substance and extended substance 

Tables, chairs, rocks, and trees 

"materialism" is the theory that reality, or at least human reality consists of purely material or physical 
objects, processes, and properties, operating according to the same basic physical laws and thereby 
susceptible of explanation via physical science.  

Materialism is also sometimes referred to as physicalism or naturalism. 

is materialism an intuitive appeal to, reason, suppose? 

Table vs cloud example 

is sense perception the touchstone of reality? 

Reduction and supervenience 

reductionism: the table is sometimes said to be "reducible to’’ or in reality “nothing but’’ a collection of 
particles 

The sort of materialism that makes this boldly reductionist claim is often labeled physicalism, the idea that 
basic physics reveals to us what is truly real.  

physicalism can’t explain non-physical or normative aspects of physical entities as well as the purely non-
physical or abstract entities. 

supervenience is the rejection of strict reduction as essential. according to them, one thing "supervenes" on 
another just in case there could not be a difference in the first without there being a difference in the second.  

nothing that happens, and in particular nothing mental, can happen at all unless something happens at the 
purely physical level, and ultimately at the level of the most fundamental entities postulated by physics.  

Is it that it is metaphysically impossible for a difference in the first to occur without a difference in the 
second, or only that it is physically impossible? 

Gap of explanation – could any future science give a theory of everything? 

Cause and effect 

The materialist concludes that if the mind interacts with the body, it can't be a Cartesian non-physical 
substance, but must be purely material or physical.  

This argument appeals to general facts about the nature of cause and effect relations in the physical world.  

The theory of relativity postulates that space and time form a single continuum - space-time - so that anything 
existing in time must exist also in space. Yet mental processes seem clearly to exist in time, as even Descartes 
acknowledged, in which case they would surely have to exist in space as well. How then could they fail to be 
physical or material processes?  

quantum entanglement example 

materialists’ conceivability argument: thought experiment of inter-galactic transportation  

Behaviorism 

methodological behaviorism vs philosophical behaviorism.  

Behaviorism holds that to attribute a mind to something is to attribute to it certain behavioral dispositions 

advantages of behaviorism: It makes the mind as observable and accessible to scientific study as tables, 
chairs, rocks, and trees.  

verifiability theory, behaviorism and meaningfulness. 

behaviorism and subjectivity are mutually exclusive. Therefore, behaviorism is false. Because, it lacks anything 
knowable and meaningful. 
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The identity theory 

mind is identical to the brain. “B(rain) is B(ehavior)” formula 

Type-Token dichotomy: same behavior with different types and different behavior with a single type 

anomalous monism, a label coined by Donald Davidson (1917-2003), the philosopher most closely associated 
with it: mental events are identical to physical events, the physical being all that ultimately exists (hence 
"monism"); but there is no way to formulate any scientific laws connecting the mental and the physical (hence 
the adjective "anomalous").  

Do real or imaginary no-brain creatures or entities have minds? getting a kind of logical fallacy of the identity 
theorists.  

Functionalism 

The multiple realizability objection led most materialists to functionalism. 

Functionalism takes as its starting point the observation that many things are properly characterized not in 
terms of the stuff out of which they are made, but rather by reference to the functions they perform.  

Just as anything performing the right sort of function is a knife, whether made of plastic, steel, or something 
else, so too can anything manifesting the right sort of causal relations be said to have a mind, whether it is a 
creature with a nervous system like ours or some very different sort of being altogether: an ET, an android, or 
an angel.  

Functionalism thereby makes possible an explanation of the mind in purely physical terms, and this, together 
with Occam's razor, seems to favor materialism over dualism.  

Some might question whether the idea of multiple realizability is really all that plausible in the first place.  

man to robot, gradual replacement, but still has mind. then why not the robots? 

functionalism is closely tied to the idea that the brain is a kind of computer, with the mind a kind of program.  

The burden of proof 

has science explained the purpose and meaning or packed them into the mental realm? seemingly they 
cannot be answered by further scientific sweeping.  

three fundamental metaphysical issues:  

(1) the nature of the mind and its relation to the body,  
(2) the ontological and epistemological status of mathematical and other apparently abstract objects, 

and  
(3) the question of the existence of God.  

For materialism now genuinely to have the upper hand would require that materialist arguments have been 
victorious or have at least been shown to be considerably more plausible, in each of these subject domains. 
Has this happened? No one familiar with the recent history of philosophy can honestly think so.  

Mathematics seems to describe a third realm, a domain of abstract entities - numbers, geometrical forms - 
that cannot be reduced to either the mental or the physical. This is no less true of propositions about physical 
things. 

Plato is associated with the idea that our words for the properties of things - redness, roundness, or goodness 
- refer to universals or forms which exist in some sense abstractly, independently of concrete objects (that is, 
particular red, round, or good things).  

If those metaphysical issues have not been settled in favor of materialism, then there are no grounds for 
putting the burden of proof on the dualist.  

The devil is in the details, and materialism and dualism stand or fall with their ability to account for those 
details. It is to those details that we now at last turn.  


