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The Reductio of Reductive
and Non-reductive Materialism—
and a New Start

Uwe Meixner

This chapter has two parts: a destructive part, which is also somewhat
polemical, and a constructive part. In the first part, it is argued that materi-
alism is not a tenable position in the philosophy of mind. In the second
part, a dualistically conceived science and philosophy of mind is briefly
described.

1. THE REDUCTIO

Once upon a time, in the not so long ago good old times, materialism—or
physicalism—was a straightforward matter: in the philosophy of mind, it
amounted to the thesis that every mental entity is physical, hence that every
mental property, every mental event, every mental substance (if there is
such a thing) is physical. That was clear enough, though hardly convincing
to anyone. For some reason, materialism sounded much more convincing
if, for example, the thesis that every mental property is physical was refor-
mulated as the thesis that every mental property is identical to a physical
property. The latter thesis is logically equivalent to the former—but no mat-
ter, the second thesis simply sounded more convincing than the first, and
for that reason it was preferred by those who wanted to be materialists, and
even came to be called a “theory”: the identity theory.

[t didn’t take long and there was not just one identity theory but two of
them: one was called the “type-identity theory” and coincided with what
had formerly been called “the identity theory”; the other was called the
“token-identity theory.” That was the time when matters started to get com-
plicated, since some of the people who wanted to be materialists believed
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that the type-identity theory was wrong, but that they could be perfectly good
materialists merely by believing in the token-identity theory.

Unfortunately, materialism didn’t seem entirely convincing even if it was
tuned down to the token-identity theory, that is, to the doctrine that every
mental event is identical to a physical event, or in short: that every mental
event is physical. Consequently, matters became more complicated. On the
one hand, there was the, for some reason entirely non-negotiable, urge to
be a materialist; on the other hand, there was the definite need to make the
case for materialism philosophically more convincing than it had hitherto
been. The outcome was that many who wanted to be materialists believed
that they could be perfectly good materialists by merely believing that every
mental event is identifiable with a physical event. One might have called this
doctrine the “token-identifiability theory,” but to my knowledge nobody
ever called it that way.

Instead of characterizing their position in terms of identifiability, those
who wanted to be token-identifiability materialists chose to characterize
their position in terms of reducibility, and considered themselves reductive
materialists regarding mental events. The difference is only verbal; for if
mental event X is (ontologically) reducible! to physical event Y, then men-
tal event X is identifiable with physical event Y, and conversely.

It didn’t take long and not even reductive materialism regarding mental
events seemed entirely convincing. However, since people still wanted to be
materialists, they quickly invented non-reductive materialism, and believed
they could be perfectly good materialists by merely being non-reductive ma-
terialists regarding mental events. This belief is illusory, as I will argue. But
first my attention will focus on reductive materialism. In what follows, the
phrase “reductive materialism” will be short for “reductive materialism re-
garding mental events,” and analogously the phrase “non-reductive materi-
alism” short for “non-reductive materialism regarding mental events.” I am,
of course, well aware that there is also reductive, respectively non-reductive,
materialism regarding properties. I will stick to mental events, since if re-
ductive materialism and non-reductive materialism are not tenable regard-
ing mental events, then they certainly do not seem to be tenable regarding
mental properties.

There is a fundamental dilemma at the heart of reductive materialism.
The dilemma is this: Take mental event X and physical event Y. Either X is
identical with Y, or X is not identical with Y. If X is identical with Y, then re-
ducing X to Y (identifying X with Y) is superfluous (though trivially feasi-
ble); if, however, X is not identical with Y, then reducing X to Y (identifying
X with Y) is false. Hence reductive materialism is false if the token-identity
theory is false, and it is superfluous if the token-identity theory is true.
Hence reductive materialism is either false or superfluous.
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from their reason for rejecting the type-identity theory: the type-identity
theory is rejected because it seems false; the token-identity theory, however,
is rejected not because it seems false, but because it “is considered too weak
to explain the relation between the mental and the physical” (ibid., 483). 1
suspect that both Terence Horgan and Tim Crane would include the thesis
that every mental event is physical in the setup of each and every form of
non-reductive materialism. So, I believe, would Lynne Rudder Baker, who
in a draft of her forthcoming piece on non-reductive materialism for The
Oxford Handbook for the Philosophy of Mind writes that “[a]ccording to any
materialist [her emphasis|, every concrete particular4 is made up entirely of
microphysical items.” Since mental events are necessarily concrete particu-
lars and since what is made up entirely of microphysical items is necessar-
ily physical, it follows according to Baker’s characterization of any material-
ism that any non-reductive materialism includes the thesis that all mental
events are physical. I, on the contrary, do not wish to exclude that this the-
sts can belong to one or another form of non-reductive materialism; but I
urge that its invariable inclusion would invariably expose each and every
form of non-reductive materialism 1o the above objection against the to-
ken-identity theory. Moreover (but secondarily), the thesis that every men-
tal event is physical has a definite reductive ring to it (since one is prima fa-
cie inclined to believe the contrary)—no less so than the thesis that every
mental property is physical. Therefore, to call a theory “non-reductive” that
still includes the former thesis does not appear to be an entirely proper way
of speaking.

If non-reductive materialism is to be a plausible form of materialism, it
cannot, among other things, assert that every mental event is physical.
Prima facie, this leaves two options for a plausible non-reductive material-
ism: (1) to deny that every mental event is physical; (2) to remain without
a definite opinion regarding the question whether every mental event is
physical. But no philosopher of mind and no philosophy of mind can af-
ford to remain without a definite opinion regarding the question whether
every mental event is physical.’> And adopting agnosticism regarding the na-
ture of mental events must certainly be out of place in the highest degree for
anyone who wants to be a materialist, reductive or non-reductive. Hence
there is only one option for a plausible non-reductive materialism: to deny
that every mental event is physical, or in other words: to affirm that some
mental event is not physical.

The central problem of non-reductive materialism has now become ap-
parent. Most of those who want to be non-reductive materialists want to
adopt non-reductive materialism because they think that non-reductive ma-
terialism is more plausible than reductive materialism. But this forces them
to assert that some mental event is not physical. For otherwise the position
they wish to adopt would not be more plausible than reductive materialism.
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However, the assertion that some mental event is not physical defines a form
of dualism—and more than just a minimal form of dualism is implied by it:
it is asserted that there is at least one mental non-physical event; but if there
is one mental event of the non-physical sort, then, we may take it, there are
many. What more is needed for an interesting, non-negligible dualism re-
garding mental events? It follows that non-reductive materialism—if more
plausible than reductive materialism—implies non-negligible dualism (re-
garding mental events; but [ will leave this tag tacit in what follows).

If this is the case, why speak of non-reductive “materialism”? Why use
that word? That the word sounds attractive to the average Western philoso-
pher cannot be justification enough. Materialism, howsoever one may
choose to define it, is an ontological monism. As such it is incompatible with
ontological dualism. Clearly, those who want to be non-reductive material-
ists because they think that non-reductive materialism is more plausible
than reductive materialism have a serious problem. How can they be the
good materialists they want to be if their position is compatible with non-
negligible dualism, even implies it?

The only way to get out of these straits is to deny that the assertion that
many mental events are not physical constitutes a form of dualism. This de-
nial is highly disputable; but I will let it pass for the sake of the argument.
Instead, dualism is considered to be constituted only by a thesis of indepen-
dence or separability. by the thesis that some mental event is independent of,
or separable from, every set of physical events. It is this thesis that non-
reductive materialism—in its reformed interpretation—is taken to be op-
posed to, being itself the thesis that, although some—even many—mental
events are not physical, every mental event is dependent on, or inseparable
from, some set of physical events. The invoked relation of dependence or in-
separability can be variously interpreted. In recent years, it has mostly been
interpreted in terms of supervenience relations of varying modal strengths.
Others have spoken of constitution, others again of realization, asserting that
every mental event is constituted by some set of physical events, or that every
mental event is realized by some set of physical events. The supervenience of
mental events on physical events, or the constitution, or the realization of
mental events by physical events has been taken to be enough for mental
events being “nothing over and above” the physical, which “being nothing
over and above the physical” has, in turn, been taken to be enough for ma-
terialism, albeit materialism of the non-reductive sort.

Unfortunately, all this philosophical cleverness is not enough to remove
the strong suspicion that so-called non-reductive materialism (if it is in-
tended to be more plausible than reductive materialism) is not really ma-
terialism, but that it is, in fact, dualism. Consider Descartes, the paradig-
matic dualist. Descartes did hold that many mental events are not physical.
But we have seen that this much is believed by all non-reductive material-
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ists who want to uphold a more credible form of materialism than is as-
serted by reductive materialists. Hence Descartes’ belief that many mental
events are not physical must not, by itself, make Descartes a dualist (by
which, remember, I here mean: a dualist regarding mental events). For if it
did, then those who consider themselves materialists and believe, like
Descartes, that many mental events are not physical would have to be du-
alists, like Descartes, and would have a thoroughly mistaken self-image;
they could not help but be hypocrites in calling themselves “materialists.”

But what makes Descartes a dualist regarding mental events if it is not his
belief that many mental events are not physical? Did Descartes assert that
some non-physical mental event is independent of every set of physical
events? Yes and no. It is common to bash Descartes, it is less common to
read him carefully. The gist of his philosophy of mind, as articulated in the
Meditations, his main work, is this: Descartes did believe, putting it in the
modern idiom, that there is some possible world in which his (actual) cog-
itationes (and he along with them) exist without any physical event existing,
and, in fact, without anything physical existing, which, note, entailed for
Descartes that his cogitationes (and he along with them) are non-physical en-
tities in the actual world.® But Descartes did not believe that this possible
world is the real world, or that it is easily accessible from the real world: that
1t is similar or close to the real world. Descartes believed that the possibility
of his cogitationes existing without any physical event existing is a possibil-
ity indeed—but only a very remote one. As he chooses to express himself,
it is a possibility that might have been made real by God. Nothing in his
writings suggests that he considers it a possibility which might have come
about in the normal course of nature, or which is at least compatible with
the laws of nature.

So, in a sense, Descartes did believe that some mental event is not only
non-physical but also independent of (separable from) every set of physical
events. But the notion of independence involved in this belief is very weak,
logically speaking. Nevertheless, if Descartes is a dualist (regarding mental
events), then it must be this belief, with that same weak notion of indepen-
dence involved in it, which makes him a dualist. Nothing else could.
Descartes is credited with various absurd beliefs, like that there is “mind
stuff” besides material stuff, or that the mind is in actual fact (and not only
in possibility) free-floating, without any physical basis, or that there are two
kinds of substances that are in actual fact totally unrelated to each other. But
Descartes didn’t believe any such things. So, if Descartes is a dualist (re-
garding mental events)—and he is one, or no one is—the sufficient reason
for his being a dualist must be found in his belief that some mental event
is non-physical and such that there is some possible world, possible in the
weakest possible sense, in which that mental event exists without any phys-
ical event existing. And, of course, what is sufficient for making Descartes a
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dualist must also be sufficient for making anyone else who accepts it a du-
alist.

Those who want to be non-reductive materialists and consider their ma-
terialism to be more plausible than reductive materialism will be happy to
agree, | take it. Although they do share with dualists the belief that many
mental events are not physical, they do not believe that some non-physical
mental event is independent of every set of physical events—and only be-
lieving the latter would make them dualists, they say. But they overlook two
crucially important points: (1) already the belief that some non-physical
mental event is in the weakest way possible independent of all physical
events in total makes one a dualist; otherwise one could not consider
Descartes a dualist on the basis of what is the essence of his philosophy of
mind; (2) if one accepts that some mental event is not physical, then one
must also accept that some non-physical mental event is in the weakest way
possible independent of every set of physical events. Thus, non-reductive
materialists who consider their materialism to be more plausible than re-
ductive materialism are still in the position they wanted to escape from:
they turn out to be dualists. Since they believe that some mental event is not
physical, they must, in reason, also believe that some non-physical mental
event is in the weakest way possible independent of every set of physical
events, and this latter belief makes them dualists. Retreating to reductive
materialism or even better, to the simple token-identity theory, to honest
materialism (but thereby also accepting its inherent implausibility), or to be-
come honest dualists—this, in the end, is the stark alternative non-reductive
materialists are confronted with.

What must be at issue here is of course the thesis I labeled “(2)” above:
the thesis that if one accepts that some mental event is not physical, that then one
must also accept that some non-physical mental event is in the weakest way possi-
ble independent of every set of physical events. What is the justification for this
thesis? Is it justified? Clearly, it would be justified if “some mental event is
not physical” logically implied “some non-physical mental event is in the
weakest way possible independent of every set of physical events.” Does the
former logically imply the latter? In answering this question, it must first be
noted (what implicitly has been made use of already above) that the (com-
plex) predicate “X is in the weakest way possible independent of every set
of physical events” is logically equivalent to the (likewise complex) predi-
cate “there is some world, possible in the weakest possible sense, in which
X exists without any physical event existing” (or in other words: “X is in the
weakest way possible independent of all physical events in total”).

The proof of this assertion: The direction from left to right: Suppose X is in the
weakest way possible independent of every set of physical events. Hence it
is in the weakest sense possible that X exists without any set of physical
events existing. Hence it is in the weakest sense possible that X exists with-
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them? I am truly puzzled by the fact that so many of them want to be ma-
terialists nonetheless. Perhaps they, for some reason, believe that they can’t
be analytic philosophers without being materialists—perhaps because fa-
mous authorities of analytic philosophy, like W. V. O. Quine and David
Lewis, were materialists? But, like all philosophers, these father figures of
modern materialism, too, are merely cooking with water, as one says in Ger-
many. They have their basic convictions and what they build on them, and
these can be reasonably criticized like everyone else’s basic convictions and
what he or she builds on them. Perhaps the attractiveness of materialism,
especially for the young analytic philosophers, simply consists in the omi-
nous feeling that they can’t have careers as analytic philosopher if they are
not materialists? There may be something to this, but I don’t know, and 1
do not wish to dwell on this very pessimistic note. Therefore, I come back
to more philosophical considerations.

Materialism is regarded as being identical with, or implied by, the scien-
tific worldview. But it is never inquired whether there even is such a thing
as the scientific worldview. Is not the developing of worldviews the task of
metaphysics, not of science? And are there not more worldviews than one
that are compatible with science? Indeed, are there not more worldviews
than one that are not only compatible with, but actually good for science?
Perhaps there is even a worldview that is better for science than the materi-
alistic one? I submit that the dualistic conception of consciousness has
done much more for the scientific exploration of consciousness than the
materialistic conception ever will. Transposing a simile from Wittgenstein’s
Tractatus into the present context, one can fairly say that dualism is the lad-
der on which science climbs into the exploration of consciousness. But why,
in the world, should science throw that ladder away if solely in a dualistic
perspective the phenomena become visible that a science of consciousness
must want to describe and explain? For a science of consciousness is not try-
ing to correlate brain events with brain events, or brain events with behav-
ior or behavioral dispositions; it is trying to correlate brain events with con-
scious events, two types of events which for this purpose must be considered
to be on different sides of being—at least methodologically, and why, then,
not also metaphysically? How can that which is methodologically good for
science be metaphysically bad for it, or contrary to its spirit?

The esthetic ideas of unity and simplicity are presumably still the most in-
tellectual motives for the materialist’s urge to simplify and unify: to shove en-
tities into categories they do not seemn to belong to, to make them the same
as entities they do seem to be different from, to eliminate them, if need be,
altogether from the realm of being, although they plainly seem to exist—in
one phrase: not to accept entities in the way they seem to be. But, as always,
the duty of the philosopher is to distinguish where distinction is due. The ideas
of unity and simplicity and the unifying, simplifying measures pursuant to
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physics is feasible (in principle: discounting accidental limitations). To find
out about this is entirely up to empirical research. It might very well turn out
to be the case that some non-physical mental phenomena do not have a
specifiable physical correlate (which would mean one of two things: either
they have a physical correlate but it is too complex for specification, or they
just do not have any physical correlate). To repeat, to adjudicate this matter is
entirely up to—dualistically conceived-—empirical research.

But what is the nature of the relation that binds the physical correlate X
to the non-physical mental phenomenon Y of which it is the physical cor-
relate? A partial answer to this question can be given for non-physical men-
tal events. Let X be a physical event and Y a non-physical mental event; X is
a physical correlate of Y if, and only if, X is causally equivalent to Y, where
causal equivalence means that X and Y have exactly the same causes and ex-
actly the same effects.

Some things should be noted about causal equivalence. (1) Causal equiv-
alence is an equivalence relation, restricted by stipulation to the domain of
events (hence it is based on causation qua event-causation); it is therefore
a symmetric, transitive and, in the domain of events, reflexive relation. (2)
While causal equivalence is a causal relation, the relation of causation can-
not hold between causal equivalents (otherwise, one of the causal equiva-
lents would cause itself). (3) How many causal equivalents of a given event
there are cannot be decided a priori; but what we know about physical
events makes it very likely that there is just one physical causal equivalent of
a physical event: the physical event itself.

Accordingly, any non-physical mental event has (very likely) at most one
physical correlate. For if it had at least two physical correlates, these two
physical events would themselves be causal equivalents of each other, and
therefore be identical and one after all (see (3) above), and not two. Also, if
epiphenomenalism were right and no non-physical mental event caused
any physical event, no non-physical mental event would have a physical
correlate, since, very likely, every physical event causes at least some physi-
cal event. This brings out the fact that, according to the above definition, a
physical correlate of a non-physical mental event is a causal correlate of it;
under epiphenomenalism, there could not be any causal physical correlates
of non-physical mental events (though there still might be physical corre-
lates of such events in a non-causal sense of “physical correlate”). But
epiphenomenalism does not seem to be true. What makes some dualists
believe in it is the circumstance that they uncritically accept physicalistic
a priori assumptions about the causation of physical events (primarily, one
or another principle of causal closure of the physical world). There is no
good reason for a dualist to share these a priori assumptions. Moreover,
non-physical mental events must have physical effects, or else there could
be no observation of them by external observers (that is, they would not be
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trait of substances), it does not seem to be the case that they are also capa-
ble (in more than a weakest sense) of independent existence: subjects of ex-
periences appear to be entities whose existence depends not only on the ex-
istence of a corresponding brain, but also on the well-functioning of that
brain. Nevertheless, subjects of experience can certainly be considered to be
substances in a minimal sense.

It is not intrinsically absurd to hold that subjects of experience are mate-
rial substances. Although they are embedded in something immaterial, ex-
periences, this does not automatically make them immaterial, too—no
more so than the peculiar embeddedness of, say, certain stones in experi-
ences (as their intentional objects) makes these stones immaterial. Subjects
and material objects of experiences are constituents of experiences (and dif-
fer from them in ontological category), not parts of experiences (precisely
because they are not congruous to experiences with regard to ontological
category); only if they were parts of experiences, they would be required to
share the immaterial, non-physical nature of experiences. Nevertheless, in
view of the fact that a material subject of experience cannot be located any-
where in the brain (the only place for it to be if it were quite literally the
“mind-pear! in the brain-oyster” of Dennett (1991), 367), the conclusion
seems unavoidable that subjects of experience are immaterial substances.'>

NOTES

1. Ontological reducibility alone will be considered here. This restriction is justi-
fied, since other kinds of reducibility (explanatory reducibility, linguistic reducibility,
theoretical reducibility) have been of interest to materialists only insofar as they con-
sidered these reducibilities to imply, or at least contribute to, ontological reducibility.

- 2. Dennett's illustrated assertion is, of course, only a concise graphic representa-
tion of his position in Consciousness Explained and elsewhere.

3. This is not a polemical invention of mine. “When I was an undergraduate, he
[Wittgenstein] was my hero,” says Dennett, who, moreover, acknowledges a debt to
Wittgenstein that is “large and longstanding” (see Dennett 1991, 463). In fact, con-
cerning pain (as distinguished from pain-behavior), Dennett declares himself to be
“more Wittgensteinian than St. Ludwig himself” (see Dennett 1993, 143). He also
sees himself (“a Dennett”) as a cross of “a Quine with a Ryle” (see Dennett 1995,
242).

4. In conversation, Lynne has told me that “concrete particular” should here be
taken in the sense of “concrete particular of the natural world.”

5. The mysterian Colin McGinn and the so-called “neutral monists” have a hard
time here. McGinn (1999), 230, says: “My whole point has been that mind and
brain form an indissoluble unity at the level of objective reality.” (The emphasis is
McGinn's.) But since McGinn is not an ontological idealist, this cannot be taken to
imply that minds are non-physical, and brains non-physical, too; and since McGinn
is a reasonable man, it also cannot be taken to imply that minds are physical and
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stances?” can only be answered in three (still logically permissible) alternative ways:
(1) “All of them are material substances,” (2) "All of them are immaterial sub-
stances,” (3) “I do not know whether all of them are material substances, and 1 do
not know whether all of them are immaterial substances (though I do know that ei-
ther all of them are material substances, or all of them immaterial substances).”
Lowe, it seems, does not accept (1) and does not accept (2), and therefore accepts
(3); 1 do not accept (3) and do not accept (1), and therefore accept (2).
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