MATERIALISM AND PHENOMENAL

QUALITIES
L. C. Holborow and D. H. Mellor
II-D. H. Mellor
I

"By a Materialist theory of mind," says Don Locke (1971,
p. 217), "I understand, crudely, the theory that the mind is the

brain." The brain of course he takes to be a merely material
thing, having, that is, only physical properties. The mind,

primafacie, is not a material thing; in particular the phenomenal
qualities of sensations and of the objects of perception are not

physical properties. "As theories go," Locke continues,

"Materialism is certainly neat and tidy", and so it has seemed
to many philosophers. As Mr Holborow (p. 87 above) notes,

however, that has not stopped the three versions of materialism
he considers differing in the properties they take to be physical.
But that is not basically why he rejects them; he seems to think

each is neat and tidy enough in that respect. I do not, since
I find none clear enough on what it is for a property to be
physical. I consequently feel that I can best complement Mr
Holborow's paper by going further into that question. My
tentative conclusion will be not that materialism is right or
that it is wrong, but that it cannot be well enough defined to

make it of interest.

Suppose we try so to define 'physical property' that the term
can reasonably be used to characterise materialism. For a start
we need an independent basis that makes the stock properties
dealt with by the physical sciences physical, and thoughts and
sensations non-physical. It seems to me by no means easy to
find such a basis. Consider how Cornman's (1971) definition
of materialism (to which Mr Holborow refers on p. 98 above)
meets these requirements. He first examines (pp. 4-6) various
other definitions culled from the literature and rejects them
for failing the elementary test of distinguishing materialism
107
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between living beings and their parts (such as brains). The

same considerations apply, however: we have merely to

suppose a brain kept going artificially in an otherwise dead
body.) While if the brain in vitro is taken to be living-on the
plausibly sufficient ground that it has sensations-Cornman's
original definition will serve without amendment, efficiently

and unhelpfully, to make its sensations come out non-physical.
More generally, suppose we adopt some independent criterion
for a thing's being alive; then suppose a non-living thing that
has thoughts or sensations is, by the criterion, brought to life.

For example, suppose Cornman's (1971, p. I2) thinking

computer is gradually equipped with means of breeding, or
mobility and control of its own input, or organic replacements

for its originally inorganic hardware. Then, by Cornman's
definition, if it continues to have the sensations it had before
it came to life, they turn out always to have been physical,
since the property of having them is now one a living thing
has but ex hypothesi not only when living. Whereas, if the
computer's sensations cease when it comes to life, so that the
only living things that have them would not do so if they ceased
to live, the sensations can count as non-physical!

This of course is absurd; but the moral is not further to
complicate an already complex definition. The moral is to

recognise the triviality in the truth of Cornman's remark that

"living beings... think and have sensations only when the

beings are living" and hence the triviality of defining material-

ism in these terms.

II

Let us turn from Cornman's to Armstrong's (1968) definition

of materialism, as Mr Holborow cites it (p. 87 above). The

content of his definition of physical property is given by the
unsuspecting physicist. The physicist it is who decides what
properties he "would be prepared to attribute ..., the sort of
properties that would figure in the 'scientific image' of the
world". These are the physical properties and, if materialism
is to have any content, the characteristics of thoughts and
sensations must not be among them. We shall later have cause
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I assumed above (p. I o8) that a materialist can avail himself
of the properties chemists and biologists ascribe to (living)
things, whether they have been reduced to physics or not. I
stand by that assumption. But if so many independent sciences

are let in, one may well find the exclusion of psychology

arbitrary, and interest in the truth or falsity of materialism
correspondingly mysterious. If, on the other hand, the concepts
of physics are thought to have special authority as expressing

the 'intrinsic nature' of things, and those of psychology are
peculiarly irreducible to them, materialism again becomes a
neat, tidy and interesting doctrine. It is this widespread, if
vague, assumption that Armstrong clearly makes and that
calls for further scrutiny.
The myth persists of a unity of science, attainable in principle
by the reduction of all other material sciences to fundamental
physics. All that exist materially, in the last analysis, are sup-

posed to be the entities characterised by that science. This is

the point of Armstrong's reference to physics, and materialism

gets much of its interest from the seemingly stark contrast
between the properties of these entities and those of such
mental items as thoughts and sensations. This supposed unity
of science is indeed a myth. It is not of course held inductively;
the observable independence of the sciences counts too plainly

against it. It rests rather on a priori foundations, whose inadequacy I need therefore to expose.
If the sciences are unified at all, they are unified by their
common method, and unity of method does not entail the

unity of content which is here at issue. So much is obvious. On
the other hand, a principle governing the methods by which a
theory can be established may well affect its possible content.

One such is what Schlesinger (1963, ch. 2) has called the

"principle of micro-reduction". For present purposes this may
be put roughly as the principle that the properties of a thing
should as far as possible be explained in terms of the properties
and relations of its spatial parts. There is indeed great significance in the fact that the most important properties of everyday things can be so explained. The fact is presupposed in the
very concept of a solid object, reidentifiable by the persistence
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of such properties as shape, texture, colour, mass, rigidity,
impenetrability and nutritional value under innumerable
arbitrary changes in its external relations to people and other
objects. More specifically and superficially, the fact makes
possible standard techniques of studying things in convenien

(e.g., laboratory) isolation from their normal surroundings, on
the widely satisfied assumption that the properties to be studied
will not thereby be affected.

Explanatory theories that satisfy the principle of microreduction are thus much more easily testable than ones that
do not. Functional explanations of properties of parts of the
body, for example, such as properties of the bloodstream, have
to be tested against the behaviour of the parts in situ, which is

much harder to observe. Even then one assumes that the

relevant other properties, of the body as a whole, satisfy

principle, so that the body does not in turn have to be obse

in its normal social context. Where some application of
principle is not assumed in this way, proposed explanat

become very difficult to assess. Mach's principle, for instan

that the inertial properties of a thing are to be explaine

reference to the distribution of matter in the whole univer
makes any specific and non-trivial explanation of such proper
in these terms so hard to test as to be of very doubtful valu
It is thus both good methodology to look for micro-reduc

explanations and an importantly pervasive fact about
world that they are to be found. Where, moreover, the
planations are deductive, it follows that reference to a t

having the property to be explained may be replaced

reference to smaller parts of it having the relevant explanat
properties or relations. If all the properties of a thing ma
thus deductively explained, it need no longer be referred to a

In the (slightly simplified) case of the classical kinetic th

of gases, for example, reference to any gas sample is elimina
in favour of reference to the gas particles that compose it.
the sample's relations to other things (like the forces it exert
the walls of its container) can be accounted for as consequen
of relations between these other things and the gas particles

Suppose now we adopt a Quinean view of ontology

admit only kinds of items that need be referred to in sta

what we know. Thus since the supposedly comprehen
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not be exaggerated. I have argued elsewhere (1969, 1973) tha
a proper realism about theoretical entities does not involv

denying the existence of everyday things (pace Eddington (1928

Sellars (1961), Feyerabend (1962) et al.). The fact that ga

samples do not need to be referred to does not put them on a pa

with unicorns; it does not mean they don't exist. On th

contrary, the very identity the kinetic theorist must establish
between them and his clouds of particles shows that the latters

supposed existence entails the formers'. All Quine's inventor

provides is a list of what in my (1973) I have called 'basic thing

out of which reference to things of all other kinds may b
'logically constructed' (cf. Russell, 1917). Such a list perhap

answers the most interesting questions of ontology; it does not
answer the comprehensive question of what are all the kinds of
things there are. And we have anyway seen that the list, whatever its ontological significance, is not now, nor is ever like

to be, a list only of the so-called 'fundamental particles' of

physics.

III

In any case, Cornman has rightly observed that the content o

materialism is not seriously taken to be determined by t
present or prospective state of physical theory, nor by

extent to which chemistry, biology etc. become reducible to
in fact or in principle. On the contrary, the primafacie exclusi

of phenomenal qualities from the possible future scop

physics is itself argued on the grounds that they are not phys
properties. This presupposes an independent notion of a physi
property, of whose exclusive suitability for science some acco
is then needed. The lack of any such account makes Armstron
equation of physical properties with the properties of physic

unenlightening for materialism as is Cornman's equation

them with those of non-living matter.

Nevertheless candidates for the required constraint

physical properties are not lacking in the literature. I conside
two of these, the first very briefly. It is that physical proper

must be observable in some public sense that enables the

ascription to meet scientific standards of testability. Propert
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properties signify, and why should physics be so constrained

So far as I can see, colours and other phenomenal qualities
things are supposed not to be intrinsic because they are di
positional. 'X is red' tells us only what the upshot would be

looking at X (in the right light, etc.), not how X is in itself. Th
is the stock objection to solubility, or to any other disposition

things, which fails to be phenomenal only because the char
teristic upshot (a dissolving) is not itself a perception. I ha
occasion (in a forthcoming paper "In defence of dispositions
as have others (e.g., Popper 1957, p. 70; Goodman 1955, ch.

to question the implicit contrast (e.g., Ryle 1949, ch.

Armstrong 1968, ch. 6 section 6; 1973, ch. 2; Mackie 1973
ch. 4) by arguing that the supposedly intrinsic properties

things share the very features which have called the reality o
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dispositions in question-specifically that their ascriptio

entails stronger-than-material conditionals (cf. Ayer 1972
essay III) concerning characteristic events. The ascription

Newtonian mass entails (and only entails) the kinemat

upshot of applying Newtonian forces; the ascription of tr
angularity entails the numerical upshot of counting corner
Yet if mass and shape are not intrinsic properties of thing

what are? Empirical sciences can only use observation t

assess the ascription of properties which have some such con
sequences for events, since an observation, whatever else it is,

an event. But then the truth conditions for all empirically

detectable properties of things involve the holding of such non

material conditionals. Unless we write off all properties of
things (and so in effect all things), there is no basis here f

excluding dispositionally defined properties of things in genera
and their phenomenal qualities in particular, from the class
respectably physical properties.

I cannot therefore follow Mr Holborow in objecting (p. 91
above) that "there is no readily available explanation of ho
[a thing] having the property of being red is compatible wit
the scientifically detectable physical properties". What explanation is needed? Being red is a scientifically detectable

physical property, if there are any such. It can be detected just

by looking, with a minimum of debatable theoretical assump

tions. If "nothing in the physical sciences requires us to ascribe

[a] phenomenal property", how does Mr Holborow suppose
anything in the physical sciences ever gets tested by observ
tion? No doubt the scientific basis for predicting "that an

observer will see the object as having the property" mu

include knowledge of the observer's sensory apparatus. But s
far from that knowledge lying outside the scope of physica
science, it is an essential component in it. If the assertions
empirical science are to command our assent, they must stat

and explain not only how the world is but also how tha
(human) part of it which produces empirical science can
perceive the world to be so. Thus one part of science may state

and explain the boiling point of water we can all agree on b
suitable observation of a thermometer. It claims, and gets,
support from another part that states and explains what th
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suitable conditions of this observation are for observers with

(say) such-and-such eyesight.
So phenomenal properties of things are certainly, as Locke

observes (Holborow, p. 90 above), 'sense-relative' and so

relational. Again I cannot follow Mr Holborow in finding this
an objection to them. Why not identify the redness of a thing
with the property of 'appearing-red-to-beings-with-our-sensory-

apparatus'? When one term of a binary relation remains

constant, we naturally treat the relation as a nonrelational

property of the other term. So we do with the weights of things

at the earth's surface and with their solubility when solvents
other than water are not in prospect. How much more natural
to do so when the constant term is the sensory apparatus of
nearly all those who have occasion to discuss and assess the
colours of things ?

To say all this is not to make currently contentious claims
for an independent observation language, determining the
meanings of terms in any theory that explains what we observe.
Our application of observation terms may be much affected by
more or less theoretical assumptions about the conditions under

which observation is reliable. Even to see a matt reflecting
surface as grey rather than white, for instance, is tacitly to
assume something about how strongly it is lit. But however
(much or little) laden with scientific theories of perception,
observation terms are still in the end phenomenal, and the
terms of all empirically testable theories must be related to
them. In particular, the phenomena of observation, so described, must be deducible from any theory with the strong
reductionist pretensions I considered in part II above. Otherwise it would not be comprehensive, and reference to other
than its primitive entities would still be needed; needed in
particular to state the very empirical evidence that supports it.

While if the theory is thus adequately comprehensive, these
entities cannot be characterised entirely independently of the
phenomena of perception which must inter alia be deducible
from the theory. The entities and their properties cannot then
be intrinsic or physical in any sense that excludes phenomenal
qualities.
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IV

I take my remarks in part III above to be much in line with
Locke's 'double aspect' account of phenomenal qualities, which

Mr Holborow criticises. The difference is that Locke takes this

account to support materialism, while I take it to obscure the

doctrine. For Locke, the materialist still gives property a

privileged description in physical, as opposed to phenomenal,

terms. So while Locke's double aspect theory allows the

materialist to say (1971, p. 228), pace Armstrong, that "we

normal observers are aware of the nature of the property [that

all red things have in common]", he has to add that "we

cannot describe that nature". Whereas 'appearing-red-to-us'
seems to me as good a part as any other of the complete description science may give us of the property in question. I can
find no acceptable sense, whether of referring to 'ultimate
constituents' of things, or of lacking phenomenal consequences,
in which other parts (e.g., describing the molecular texture that
more reflects light of greater wavelength) are more 'intrinsic',
more revealing of the 'nature' of the property. So I see neither

need nor possibility of dividing the total description into
physical and phenomenal parts, as Locke's 'double aspect'

defence of materialism requires.

My doubts about the content of materialism leave me

nevertheless siding with Locke on many points for which Mr
Holborow attacks him. I have already indicated (p. I14 above)
how congenial I find Locke's claim that conscious experience

is "transparent and featureless" (Holborow, p. 92 above).

Physical science does not have to account for blue sensations in

the way I have said it must account for blue pens. Pace Mr
Holborow, I do not see how perceptual brain states varying
with what is perceived counts against this doctrine. These
states are not themselves perceived by producing further
perceptual brain states. The varying states of (e.g.) the retina
may of course be perceived, as in an after-image; much as a
shadow on a dusty window-pane may cause us to see the pane
as well as through it. It seems to me that Locke (1971, pp.
229-31) exaggerates the difficulties of describing such cases. No
doubt when I have a red after-image I see something red; why
not say it is a part of the retina (or whatever) ? Granted that
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what I see isn't red to the surgeon's eyes, but

all, that phenomenal qualities are sense-rela

sense is different. It does not use light, but is

sense, since it results in the same perceptu

normal vision does. And just as physical scienc

red objects cause these brain states, so mus
how any candidate for being an after-image
such a candidate does so is as respectably s

the 'intrinsic nature' of its relevant property a
being red is of the nature of the relevant pro

Nor do I follow the objection Mr Holboro
to Locke's realism. My perception of a pers

indirect because there is en route another obje
namely the set. My perception of the set is dir

because there is not en route another object
any rate I suppose that is the point here of di

or immediate from indirect perception. Bu
reason to give 'immediate' here a temporal
Teichmann has pointed out to me, it does n
that what I immediately perceive exists w

Which is just as well, since it is a notorious co

finite speed of causal chains that external

exist when they are perceived. When a directl

has to exist is when the appropriate causal
ends in the perception. So Locke does not se
Mr Holborow's stark dilemma of either re
to the mere acquiring of belief or admittin

object', distinct from the external object, to b
the perception.

My chief dissent from Locke's account

qualities, then, is from his taking it to man

tidy" materialism. Equally, apart from his spe

between those properties which characteris
and those which are to a greater or lesser e
our sensory apparatus" (p. I02 above), the o
clusion of Mr Holborow's I find I must decli
gramme is an "alternative to materialism".
no alternative; it just needs forgetting-not

but because it is uninformative.

This content downloaded from 131.111.164.128 on Fri, 11 Nov 2016 18:55:59 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

MATERIALISM AND PHENOMENAL QUALITIES I 19
REFERENCES

D. M. Armstrong (1968). A Materialist Theory of
Routledge & Kegan Paul.

D. M. Armstrong (1973). Belief, Truth and Knowledg

sity Press.

A. J. Ayer (I972). Probability and Evidence. London: Macmillan.
J. W. Cornman (197 1). Materialism and Sensations. New Haven and London:
Yale University Press.

A. S. Eddington (1928). The Nature of the Physical World. Cambridge

University Press.

P. K. Feyerabend (1962). Explanation, reduction, and empiricism.

Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy of Science Volume 3. Edited by H. Feigl and

G. Maxwell. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
N. Goodman (1955). Fact, Fiction, and Forecast. London: University

of London Press.

D. Locke (1967). Perception and Our Knowledge of the External World. London:

Allen & Unwin.

D. Locke (197 i). Must a materialist pretend he's anaesthetized ? Phil. Q
21, 217-31.

J. L. Mackie (1973). Truth, Probability and Paradox. Oxford: Clarendon

Press.

D. H. Mellor (1969). Physics and furniture. Studies in the Philosophy of

Science. Ed. N. Rescher. Oxford: Blackwell.

D. H. Mellor (1973). On the existence of cultures. The Explanation of

Culture Change. Edited C. Renfrew. London: Duckworth.
D. H. Mellor (forthcoming). In defence of dispositions. Phil. Rev.

K. R. Popper (1957). The propensity interpretation of the calculus of

probability, and the quantum theory. Observation and Interpretation. Edited

S. K6rner. London: Butterworth.
B. Russell (1917). The relation of sense-data to physics. Mysticism and
Logic. London: Allen & Unwin.
G. Ryle (1949). The Concept of Mind. London: Hutchinson.
G. Schlesinger (1963). Method in the Physical Sciences. London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul.
W. Sellars (1961). The language of theories. Current Issues in the Philosophy

of Science. Edited H. Feigl and G. Maxwell. New York: Holt, Rinehart &

Wilson.

This content downloaded from 131.111.164.128 on Fri, 11 Nov 2016 18:55:59 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

