Richard Taylor’s materialism – 10 November 2005

· Taylor argues that the mind-body problem is only a problem for philosophers; “it is a philosophical fabrication resting on no genuine data at all.”  It is based on presuppositions that only persist because we have left them unexamined.

· There is no mind-body problem because there is no such thing as minds.  What we call minds are really just “certain familiar states, capacities, and abilities which are conventionally but misleadingly called ‘mental’.”

· People neither are nor have minds.  They are bodies.

· Taylor’s starting methodological assumption:  there are no proofs for the existence of things that are self-consistent.  We can prove that some things are not self-consistent, and that they are therefore impossible.  Or, we can point (empirically) to the existence of things, but we cannot rationally prove that anything self-consistent exists or doesn’t exist.  All that we can do is point out that such a thing has never been found, and then evaluate the presuppositions that give rise to the hypothesis that there is such a thing.  Taylor takes this approach to minds.

what is the presupposition that gives rise to belief in minds:  Matter cannot think.

But people can think; therefore, people cannot be mere matter/bodies.

Two theses:

A person is not something that has, possesses, utilizes or contains a mind.  A person and her mind are the very same thing. (Mentalism)
A person is not something that has, possesses, utilizes or contains a body.  A person and her body are the very same thing. (Materialism)
They can’t both be true.  They could both be false if (a) a person is neither her body nor her mind; or (2) if dualism holds.

Taylor argues that there is a symmetry between these two theses:  any argument that works against one works against the other as well.

Some prima facie evidence for 2:  When we bump into something, we think we’ve hurt ourselves (not just our bodies); when we see someone’s body, we describe it as seeing the person.  In ordinary affairs, we treat the body and the person as the same thing.  It is ignorant to deny that there are (physical) people in the world.  However, it is not ignorant to deny that there are souls/minds.  All of this, says Taylor, should put the onus of proof on the idealists.

Arguments for/against “mentalism”:

There are certain predicates that apply to persons, but not their bodies.  Therefore, persons must not be identical with their bodies.  Reply:  There are certain predicates that apply to persons, but not their minds.  Therefore, these must not be identical.  [Two mentalist defences:  (1) persons are something else altogether – Taylor rejects this as unintelligible/unhelpful; (2) dualism – Taylor says dualism can only be right if there really are mental properties, which has yet to be shown.  The family analogy:  Mind and body do not make up a person like the various members make up a family, argues Taylor.  This is so because family members have something in common with each other, whereas mind and body have nothing in common with each other.  We do not say of family members “which is the real family?” but we are justified in saying of mind and body “which is the real person?”  This puts us back where we started.]

People can do a number of things that bodies can’t do.  Reply:  This is just like the first argument; it merely substitutes activities for properties.  The difference is that, whereas we don’t know that mental properties exist, we do know that these activities occur.  But, since we see people performing these activities all the time, it follows that material things can perform them.  At this point, Taylor takes recourse to ordinary language to support his view.  Is his claim question-begging?  Is his ordinary language evidence really evidence?  Of what?

We have immediate and certain access to nonphysical/mental things (e.g., love, pain…)  Reply:  People who say so are confusing acts with objects.  This can be remedied by converting our object nouns to verbs and adverbs.  Or, think about these supposed objects as states.  No one thinks that the molten state of lead is something over and above the lead.  Likewise the depressed state of Jane is nothing over and above Jane (the physical person).

Many people believe that their souls will survive the death and destruction of their bodies.  Reply:  This just shows that a lot of people don’t know for sure that their minds and bodies are the same things.  (Albany and the capital of New York are like this for some people.)

the analogy with life:  A living body differs from a non-living one not in what it possesses but in what it does.  A thinking body differs from a non-thinking one not in what it possesses but in what it does.

Taylor admits that it’s hard to figure out how matter can think.  However, he thinks it’s just as hard to figure out how mind can.  So, the mind hypothesis doesn’t help us at all.
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