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The identity theory was called into doubt not because the prospects for a

mat eri al i st account of our nental capacities were thought to be poor, but
because it seened unlikely that the arrival of an adequate materialist theory
would bring wwth it the nice one-to-one match-ups, between the concepts of folk
psychol ogy and the concepts of theoretical neuroscience, that intertheoretic
reduction requires. The reason for that doubt was the great variety of quite

di fferent physical systens that could instantiate the required functiona

organi zation. Elimnative materialismalso doubts that the correct

neur oscientific account of human capacities will produce a neat reduction of our
common- sense franmework, but here the doubts arise froma quite different source.

As the elimnative materialists see it, the one-to-one match-ups wll not be
found, and our common-sense psychol ogical framework will not enjoy an
intertheoretic reduction, because our conmmopn-sense psychol ol ogical framework is
a false and radically m sl eadi ng conception of the causes of human behavi or and
the nature of cognitive activity. On this view, fol k psychology is not just an
i nconpl ete representation of our inner natures; it is an outright

m srepresentation of our internal states and activities. Consequently, we cannot
expect a truly adequate neuroscientific account of our inner lives to provide
theoretical categories that match up nicely with the categories of our comon-
sense framework. Accordingly, we nust expect that the ol der framework wl |
sinply be elimnated, rather than be reduced, by a matured neuroscience.

Hi storical Parallels

As the identity theorist can point to historical cases of successful
intertheoretic reduction, so the elimnative materialist can point to historical
cases of the outright elimnation of the ontology of an older theory in favor of
the ontol ogy of a new and superior theory. For nost of the eighteenth and

ni neteenth centuries, |earned people believed that heat was a subtle fluid held
in bodies, nmuch in the way water is held in a sponge. A fair body of noderately
successful theory described the way this fluid substance--called "caloric"--
flowed within a body, or fromone body to another, and how it produced thernal
expansion, nelting, boiling, and so forth. But by the end of the [ast century it
had becone abundantly clear that heat was not a substance at all, but just the
energy of notion of the trillions of jostling nolecules that make up the heated
body itself. The new theory--the "corpuscul ar/kinetic theory of matter and

hear' --was nuch nore successful than the old in explaining and predicting the

t hermal behavi or of bodies. And since we were unable to identify caloric fluid
with kinetic energy (according to the old theory, caloric is a materi al

subst ance; according to the new theory, kinetic energy is a formof notion), it
was finally agreed that there is no such thing as caloric. Caloric was sinply
elimnated fromour accepted ontol ogy.

A second exanple. It used to be thought that when a piece of wood buns, or a
pi ece of netal rusts, a spiritlike substance called "phlogi ston" was bei ng
rel eased: briskly, in the forner case, slowy in the latter. Once gone, that
"nobl e' substance left only a base pile of ash or rust. It later cane to be



appreci ated that both processes involve, not the | oss of sonething, but the

gai ning of a substance taken fromthe atnosphere: oxygen. Phlogi ston energed,

not as an inconpl ete description of what was going on, but as a radica

m sdescri ption. Phlogi ston was therefore not suitable for reduction to or
identification with sone notion fromw thin the new oxygen chem stry, and it was
sinply elimnated from science.

Adm ttedly, both of these exanples concern the elimnation of sonmething
nonobservabl e, but our history also includes the elimnation of certain w dely
accepted 'observables'. Before Copernicus' views becane avail abl e, al nost any
human who ventured out at night could |ook up at the starry sphere of the
heavens, and if he stayed for nore than a few mnutes he could also see that it
turned, around an axis through Polaris. \Wat the sphere was nmade of (crystal ?)
and what made it turn (the gods?) were theoretical questions that exercised us
for over two mllennia. But hardly anyone doubted the existence of what everyone
coul d observe with their own eyes. In the end, however, we learned to
reinterpret our visual experience of the night sky within a very different
conceptual franmework, and the turning sphere evaporated.

Wtches provide anot her exanple. Psychosis is a fairly comon affliction anong
humans, and in earlier centuries its victins were standardly seen as cases of
denoni ¢ possession, as instances of Satan's spirit itself, glaring malevolently
out at us from behind the victins' eyes. That witches exi st was not a matter of
any controversy. One would occasionally see them in any city or ham et, engaged
in incoherent, paranoid, or even nurderous behavior. But observable or not, we
eventual |y decided that witches sinply do not exist. W concluded that the
concept of a witch is an elenent in a conceptual framework that m srepresents so
badly the phenonena to which it was standardly applied that literal application
of the notion should be permanently w thdrawn. Mdemtheories of nental
dysfunction led to the elimnation of wtches fromour serious ontol ogy.

The concepts of fol k psychol ogy-belief, desire, fear, sensation, pain, joy, and
so on-await a simlar fate, according to the view at issue. And when

neur osci ence has matured to the point where the poverty of our current
conceptions is apparent to everyone, and the superiority of the new franmework is
established, we shall then be able to set about reconceiving our internal states
and activities, within a truly adequate conceptual franmework at |ast. Qur

expl anati ons of one another's behavior will appeal to such things as our

neur ophar macol ogi cal states, the neural activity in specialized anatom ca

areas, and whatever other states are deened rel evant by the new theory. Qur
private introspection will also be transfornmed, and may be profoundly enhanced
by reason of the nore accurate and penetrating framework it will have to work

Wi th--just as the astrononer's perception of the night sky is nuch enhanced by
the detail ed know edge of nodern astronom cal theory that he or she possesses.

The magni tude of the conceptual revolution here suggested should not be
mnimzed: it would be enornous. And the benefits to humanity m ght be equally
great. If each of us possessed an accurate neuroscientific understandi ng of
(what we now conceive dinmy as) the varieties and causes of nental illness, the
factors involved in | earning, the neural basis of enotions, intelligence, and
soci alization, then the sumtotal of human m sery m ght be nuch reduced. The
sinple increase in nutual understanding that the new franmework nade possible
could contribute substantially toward a nore peaceful and hunane society. O



course, there would be dangers as well: increased know edge neans increased
power, and power can al ways be m sused.

Argunments for Elimnative Materialism

The argunents for elimnative materialismare diffuse and | ess than decisive,

but they are stronger than is w dely supposed. The distinguishing feature of
this pos--even a species-specific reduction--of the framework of fol k psychol ogy
to the franmework of a matured neuroscience. The reason for this denial is the
elimnative materialist's conviction that fol k psychology is a hopel essly
primtive and deeply confused conception of our internal activities. But why
this | ow opi nion of our conmobn-sense conceptions?

There are at |least three reasons. First, the elimnative materialist will point
to the wi despread explanatory, predictive, and mani pul ative failures of folk
psychol ogy. So much of what is central and famliar to us remains a conplete
mystery fromw thin fol k psychol ogy. W do not know what sleep is, or why we
have to have it, despite spending a full third of our lives in that condition.
(The answer, "For rest,"” is mstaken. Even if people are allowed to rest
continuously, their need for sleep is undimnished. Apparently, sleep serves
some deeper functions, but we do not yet know what they are.) W do not

under stand how | earning transfornms each of us froma gaping infant to a cunning
adult, or how differences in intelligence are grounded. W have not the
slightest idea how nenory works, or how we nanage to retrieve relevant bits of
information instantly fromthe awesone nmass we have stored. W do not know what
mental illness is, nor howto cure it.

In sum the nost central things about us remain alnost entirely nysterious from
wi thin fol k psychol ogy. And the defects noted cannot be bl aned on inadequate
time allowed for their correction, for fol k psychol ogy has enjoyed no

signi ficant changes or advances in well over 2,000 years, despite its manifest
failures. Truly successful theories nmay be expected to reduce, but significantly
unsuccessful theories nerit no such expectation.

This argunment from expl anatory poverty has a further aspect. So | ong as one
sticks to normal brains, the poverty of folk psychol ogy is perhaps not
strikingly evident. But as soon as one exam nes the many perpl exi ng behavi or al
and cognitive deficits suffered by people with danaged brains, one's descriptive
and explanatory resources start to claw the air (see, for exanple chapter 7.3,

p. 143). As with other hunble theories asked to operate successfully in

unexpl ored extensions of their old domain (for exanple, Newtonian nechanics in
the donmain of velocities close to the velocity of light, and the classical gas
law in the domai n of high pressures or tenperatures), the descriptive and

expl anat ory i nadequaci es of fol k psychol ogy becone starkly evident.

The second argunent tries to draw an inductive | esson from our conceptua
history. Qur early folk theories of notion were profoundly confused, and were
eventual |y di splaced entirely by nore sophisticated theories. Qur early folk
theories of the structure and activity of the heavens were wildly off the nmark,
and survive only as historical Iessons in how wong we can be. Qur folk theories
of the nature of fire, and the nature of life, were simlarly cockeyed. And one
could go on, since the vast majority of our past fol k conceptions have been
simlarly exploded. Al except folk psychol ogy, which survives to this day and
has only recently begun to feel pressure. But the phenonenon of conscious



intelligence is surely a nore conplex and difficult phenonmenon than any of those
just listed. So far as accurate understanding is concerned, it would be a
mracle if we had got that one right the very first tine, when we fell down so
badly on all the others. Fol k psychol ogy has survived for so very |ong,
presumably, not because it is basically correct inits representations, but
because the phenonena addressed are so surpassingly difficult that any useful
handl e on them no matter how feeble, is unlikely to be displaced in a hurry.

A third argunment attenpts to find an a priori advantage for elimnative
materialismover the identity theory and functionalism It attenpts to counter
the common intuition that elimnative materialismis distantly possible,
per haps, but is nmuch | ess probable than either the identity theory or
functionalism Ihe focus again is on whether the concepts of fol k psychol ogy
will find vindicating match-ups in a matured neurosci ence. The elim nativi st
bets no; the other two bet yes. Even the functionalist bets yes, but expects the
mat ch-ups to be only species-specific, or only person-specific. Functionalism
recall, denies the existence only of universal type/type identities.)

The elimnativist will point out that the requirenments on a reduction are rather
demandi ng. The new theory nust entail a set of principles and enbedded concepts
that mrrors very closely the specific conceptual structure to be reduced. And
the fact is, there are vastly nmany nore ways of being an explanatorily
successful neuroscience while not mirroring the structure of fol k psychol ogy,
than there are ways of being an explanatorily successful neuroscience while al so
mrroring the very specific structure of folk psychology. Accordingly, the a
priori probability of elimnative materialismis not |ower, but substantially

hi gher than that of either of its conpetitors. One's initial intuitions here are
si nply m st aken.

Granted, this initial a priori advantage could be reduced if there were a very
strong presunption in favor of the truth of folk psychol ogy--true theories are
better bets to win reduction. But according to the first two argunents, the
presunptions on this point should run in precisely the opposite direction.

Argunments against Elimnative Materialism

The initial plausibility of this rather radical viewis |ow for al nost everyone,
since it denies deeply entrenched assunptions. That is at best a question-
beggi ng conpl aint, of course, since those assunptions are precisely what is at
issue. But the following line of thought does attenpt to nount a real argunent.
Elimnative materialismis false, runs the argunent, because one's introspection
reveal s directly the existence of pains, beliefs, desires, fears, and so forth.
Their existence is as obvious as anything could be. The elimnative materiali st
will reply that this argunment nakes the sanme m stake that an ancient or nedieval
person woul d be making if he insisted that he could just see with his own eyes
that the heavens forma turning sphere, or that witches exist. The fact is, al
observation occurs within sonme system of concepts, and our observation judgnents
are only as good as the conceptual framework in which they are expressed. In al
three cases--the starry sphere, witches, and the famliar nental states--
precisely what is challenged is the integrity of the background conceptua
framewor ks in which the observation judgnents



are expressed. To insist on the validity of one's experiences, traditionally
interpreted, is therefore to beg the very question at issue. For in all three
cases, the question is whether we should reconceive the nature of sonme famliar
observati onal domain

A second criticismattenpts to find an incoherence in the elimnative
materialist's position. The bald statenent of elimnative materialismis that
the famliar nental states do not really exist. But that statenent is

meani ngful , runs the argunent, only if it is the expression of a certain belief,
and an intention to comuni cate, and a know edge of the | anguage, and so forth.
But if the statenent is true, then no such nmental states exist, and the
statement is therefore a neaningless string of marks or noises, and cannot be
true. Evidently, the assunption that elimnative materialismis true entails
that it cannot be true.

The hole in this argunent is the prem se concerning the conditions necessary for
a statenent to be neaningful. It begs the question. If elimnative materialism
is true, then neaningful ness nust have sone different source. To insist on the
"old" source is to insist on the validity of the very framework at issue. Again,
an historical parallel may be hel pful here. Consider the nedieval theory that
being biologically alive is a matter of being ensouled by an immaterial vital
spirit. And consider the follow ng response to soneone who has expressed

di sbelief in that theory.

My learned friend has stated that there is no such thing as vital spirit.
But this statenment is incoherent. For if it is true, then ny friend does
not have vital spirit, and nust therefore be dead. But if he is dead, then
his statenent is just a string of noises, devoid of meaning or truth.
Evidently, the assunption that anti vitalismis true entails that it
cannot be true! QE. D

This second argunment is now a joke, but the first argunent begs the question in
exactly the sanme way.

A final criticismdraws a nuch weaker conclusion, but nakes a rather stronger
case. Elimnative materialism it has been said, is making nountains out of
nmolehills. It exaggerates the defects in folk psychol ogy, and underplays its
real successes. Perhaps the arrival of a matured neuroscience wll require the
elimnation of the occasional folk-psychol ogical concept, continues the
criticism and a mnor adjustnment in certain fol k-psychol ogi cal principles my
have to be endured. But the |arge-scale elimnation forecast by the elimnative
materialist is just an alarm st worry or a romanti c enthusi asm

Perhaps this conplaint is correct. And perhaps it is nerely conpl acent.

Wi chever, it does bring out the inportant point that we do not confront two
sinple and nutually exclusive possibilities here: pure reduction versus pure
elimnation. Rather, these are the end points of a snooth spectrum of possible
out conmes, between which there are m xed cases of partial elimnation and parti al
reduction. Only enpirical research (see chapter 7, [not included in our
reading]) can tell us where on that spectrumour own case will fall. Perhaps we
shoul d speak here, nore liberally, of "revisionary materialisn, instead of
concentrating on the nore radical possibility of an across-the-board
elimnation. Perhaps we should. But it has been ny aimin this section to nake



it at least intelligible to you that our collective conceptual destiny lies
substantially toward the revolutionary end of the spectrum



