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Classic Text 11 - Philosophy of Mind: Physicalism

In Classic Text 06 we looked at a number of arguments for and against dualism and found it wanting,
despite the fact that appears to be most people’s default position regarding the mind-body problem.
Strictly speaking, monism, is the ontological thesis that there is only one substance out of which the
world is composed, however the term does not discriminate between those that assert that “all is
spirit” over those that assert that “all is material or physical.” Then there are those who draw subtle
distinctions between materialism and physicalism. However for the purposes of this study unit
physicalism is the ontological thesis that “all is physical” or that “there is nothing over or beyond
what is physical.” Immediately this throws up the rather difficult question as to what is physical.
Suffice to say, for now, that the physical is what physicists and chemists study - atoms, molecules
etc. in short ordinary matter.
As far as physicalism is concerned, the mind is also physical or at least the goings on of something
physical, such as the brain and the rest of the nervous system. In an age of functional MRI and PET
scans where were we can actually “see” the inferred activity of brain regions correlated with certain
activities, the idea of physicalism sounds uncontroversial. However, half a century ago in 1965, when
David Armstrong was delivering his inaugural lecture as Challis Professor of Philosophy at the
University of Sydney, such a thesis was bold and controversial. The text of that lecture: The Nature of
Mind (slightly amended in 1968) serves as the classic text for this study unit as a model of clear,
concise and effective philosophical argumentation.
If you feel that you already occupy a physicalist position or that physicalism cannot possibly be true,
please don’t give Armstrong’s classic lecture a miss because there are some that believe that he
went too far and still others who believe he did not go far enough. You be the judge.

The Nature of Mind - David M. Armstrong
Men have minds, that is to say, they perceive, they have sensations, emotions, beliefs, thoughts,
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purposes, and desires. What is it to have a mind? What is it to perceive, to feel emotion, to hold a
belief, or to have a purpose? In common with many other modern philosophers, I think the best clue
we have to the nature of mind is furnished by the discoveries and hypotheses of modern science
concerning the nature of man.
1

Inaugural lecture of the Challis Professor of Philosophy the University of Sydney (1965); slightly amended (1968).
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What does modern science have to say about the nature of man? There are, of course, all sorts of
disagreements and divergences in the views of individual scientists. But I think it is true to say that
one view is steadily gaining ground, so that it bids fair to becoming established scientific doctrine. This
is the view that we can give a complete account of man in purely physico-chemical terms. This view
has received a tremendous impetus in the last decade from the new subject of molecular biology, a
subject which promises to unravel the physical and chemical mechanisms which lie at the basis of life.
Before that time, it received great encouragement from pioneering work in neurophysiology pointing to
the likelihood of a purely electro-chemical account of the working brain. I think that it is fair to say that
those scientists who still reject the physic-chemical account of man do so for primarily for
philosophical, or moral, or religious reasons, and only secondarily, and halfheartedly, for reasons of
scientific detail. This is not to say that in the future new evidence and new problems may not come to
light which will force science to reconsider the physic-chemical view of man. But at present the drift of
scientific thought is clearly set towards the physico-chemical hypothesis. And we have nothing better
to go on than the present.
For me, then, and for many philosophers who think like me, the moral is clear. We must try to work
out an account of the nature of mind which is compatible with the view that man is nothing but a
physic-chemical mechanism.
And… I shall be concerned to do just this: to sketch (in barest outline) what may be called a
Materialist or Physicalist account of the mind.
But before doing this I should like to go back and consider a criticism of my position which must
inevitably occur to some. What reason have I, it may be asked, for taking my stand on science? Even
granting that I am right about what is the dominant scientific view of man, why should we concede
science a special authority to decide questions about the nature of man? What of the authority of
philosophy, of religion, of morality, or even literature and art? Why do I set the authority above all
these? Why this “scientism”?
It seems to me that the answer to this question is very simple. If we consider the search for truth, in all
its fields, we find that it is only in science that men versed in their subject can, after investigation that
is more or less prolonged, and which may in some cases extend beyond a single human lifetime,
reach substantial agreement about what is the case. It is only as a result of scientific investigation that
we ever seem to reach an intellectual consensus about controversial matters.
In the Epistle Dedicatory to his De Corpore Hobbes wrote of William Harvey, the discoverer of the
circulation of blood, that he was “the only man I know, that conquering envy, hath established a new
doctrine in his life-time.”
Before Copernicus, Galileo and Harvey, Hobbes remarks, “there was nothing certain in natural
philosophy.” And, we might add, with the exception of mathematics, there was nothing certain in any
other learned discipline.
These remarks of Hobbes are incredibly revealing. They show us what a watershed in the intellectual
history of the human race the seventeenth century was. Before that time inquiry proceeded, as it
were, in the dark. Men could not hope to see their doctrine established, that is to say, accepted by the
vast majority of those properly versed in the subject under discussion. There was no intellectual
consensus. Since that time, it has become commonplace to see new doctrines, sometimes of the
most far-reaching kind, established to the satisfaction of the learned, often within the lifetime of their
first proponents. Science has provided us with a method of deciding disputed questions. This is not to
say, of course, that the consensus of those who are learned and competent in a subject cannot be
mistaken. Of course such a consensus can be mistaken. Sometimes it has been mistaken. But,
granting fallibility, what better authority have we than such a consensus?
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Now this is of the upmost importance. For in philosophy, in religion, in such disciplines as literary
criticism, in moral questions in so far as they are thought to be matters of truth and falsity, there has
been a notable failure to achieve an intellectual consensus about disputed questions among the
learned. Must we not then attach a peculiar authority to the discipline that can achieve a consensus?
And if it presents us with a certain vision of the nature of man, is this no a powerful reason for
accepting that vision?
I will not take up here the deeper question why it is that the methods of science have enabled us to
achieve an intellectual consensus about so many disputed matters. That question, I think, could
receive no brief or uncontroversial answer. I am resting my argument on the simple and
uncontroversial fact that, as a result of scientific investigation, such a consensus has been achieved.
It may be replied - it often is replied - that while science is all very well in its own sphere - the sphere
of the physical, perhaps - there are matters of fact on which it is not competent to pronounce. And
among such matters, it may be claimed, is the question what is the whole nature of man. But I cannot
see that this reply has much force. Science has provided us with an island of truths, or, perhaps one
should say, a raft of truths, to bear us up on the sea of our disputatious ignorance. There may have to
be revisions and refinements, new results may set old findings in a new perspective, but what science
has given us will not be altogether superseded. Must we not therefore appeal to these relative
certainties for guidance when we come to consider uncertainties elsewhere? Perhaps science cannot
help us decide whether or not there is a God, whether or not human beings have immortal souls, or
whether or not the will is free. But if science cannot assist us, what can? I conclude that it is the
scientific vision of man, and not the philosophical or religious or artistic or moral vision of man, that is
the best clue we have to the nature of man. And it is rational to argue from the best evidence we
have.
Having in this way attempted to justify my procedure, I turn back to my subject: the attempt to work
out an account of mind, or, if you prefer, of mental process, within the framework of the physicochemical or, as we may call it, the Materialist view of man.
Now there is one account of mental process that is at once attractive to any philosopher sympathetic
to a Materialist view of man: this is Behaviourism. Formulated originally by a psychologist, J. B.
Watson, it attained widespread interest and considerable support from scientifically orientated
philosophers. Traditional philosophy had tended to think of the mind as a rather mysterious inward
arena that lay behind, was responsible for, the outward or physical behaviour of our bodies.
Descartes thought of this inner arena as a spiritual substance, and it was this conception of the mind
as spiritual object that Gilbert Ryle attacked, apparently in the interest of Behaviourism, in his
important book The Concept of Mind. He ridiculed the Cartesian view as the dogma of “the ghost in
the machine.” The mind was not something behind the behaviour of the body, it was simply part of
that physical behaviour. My anger with you is not some modification of a spiritual substance which
somehow brings about aggressive behaviour; rather it is the aggressive behaviour itself; my
addressing strong words to you, striking you, turning my back on you, and so on. Thought is not an
inner process that lies behind, and brings about, the words I speak and write: it is my speaking and
writing. The mind is not an inner arena, it is an outward act.
It is clear that such a view of mind fits in very well with a completely Materialistic or Physicalist view of
man. If there is no need to draw a distinction between mental processes and their expression in
physical behaviour, but if instead the mental processes are identified with their so-called
“expressions,” then the existence of mind stands in no conflict with the view that man is nothing but a
physico-chemical mechanism.
However, the version of Behaviourism that I have just sketched is a very crude version, and its crudity
lays it open to obvious objections. One obvious difficulty is that it is our common experience that there
can be mental processes going on although there is no behaviour occurring that could possibly be
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treated as expressions of these processes. A man may be angry, but give no bodily sign; he may
think, but say or do nothing at all.
In my view, the most plausible attempt to refine Behaviourism with a view to meeting this objection
was made by introducing the notion of a disposition to behave. (Dispositions to behave play a
particularly important part in Ryle’s account of the mind.) Let us consider the general notion of
disposition first. Brittleness is a disposition, a disposition possessed by materials like glass. Brittle
materials are those which, when subjected to relatively small forces, break or shatter easily. But
breaking and shattering easily is not brittleness, rather it is the manifestation of brittleness. Brittleness
itself is the tendency or liability of the material to beak or shatter easily. A piece of glass may never
shatter or break throughout its whole history, but it is still the case that it is brittle: it is liable to shatter
or break if dropped quite a small way or hit quite lightly. Now a disposition to behave is simply a
tendency or liability of a person to behave in a certain way under certain circumstances. The
brittleness of glass is a disposition the glass retains throughout its history, but clearly there could also
be dispositions that come and go. The dispositions to behave that are of interest to the Behaviourist
are, for the most part, of this temporary character.
Now how did Ryle and others use the notion of a disposition to behave to meet the obvious objection
to Behaviourism that there can be mental processes going on although the subject is engaging in no
relevant behaviour? Their strategy was to argue that in such case, although the subject was not
behaving in any relevant way, he or she was disposed to behave in some relevant way. The glass
does not shatter, but it is still brittle. The man does not behave, but he does have a disposition to
behave. We can say he thinks although he does not speak or act because at that time he was
disposed to speak or act in a certain way. If he had been asked, perhaps he would have spoken or
acted. We can say he is angry although he does not behave angrily, because he is disposed so to
behave. If only one more word had been addressed to him, he would have burst out. And so on. In
this way it was hoped that Behaviourism could be squared with the obvious facts.
It is very important to see just how these thinkers conceived of disposition. I quote from Ryle:
To possess a dispositional property is not to be in a particular state, or to undergo a particular
change; it is to be bound or liable to be in a particular state, or to undergo a particular change,
when a particular condition is realised. (The Concept of Mind, p. 43, my italics.)
So to explain the breaking of a lightly struck glass on a particular occasion by saying it was brittle is,
on this view of dispositions, simply to say that the glass broke because it is the sort of thing that
regularly brakes when quite lightly struck. The breaking was the normal behaviour, or not abnormal, of
such a thing. The brittleness is not to be conceived of as a cause for the breakage, or even, more
vaguely, a factor in bringing about the breaking. Brittleness is just the fact that things of that sort break
easily.
But although in this way the Behaviourists did something to deal with the objection that mental
processes can occur in the absence of behaviour, it seems clear, now that the shouting and the dust
have died, that they did not do enough. When I think, but my thoughts do not issue in any action, it
seems as obvious as anything is obvious that there is something actually going on in me which
constituted my thought. It is not simply that I would speak or act if some conditions that are unfulfilled
were to be fulfilled. Something is currently going on, in the strongest and most literal sense of “going
on,” and this something is my thought. Rylean Behaviourism denies this, and so it is unsatisfactory as
a theory of mind. Yet I know of no version of Behaviourism that is more satisfactory. The moral of
those of us who wish to take a purely physicalistic view of man is that we must look for some other
account of the nature of mind and of mental processes.
But perhaps we need not grieve too deeply about the failure of Behaviourism to produce a satisfactory
theory of mind. Behaviourism is a profoundly unnatural account of mental processes. If somebody
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speaks and acts in certain ways it is natural to speak of this speech and action as the expression of
his thought. It is not at all natural to speak of his speech and action as identical with his thought. We
naturally think of the thought as something quite distinct from the speech and action which, under
suitable circumstances, brings the speech and action about. Thoughts are not to be identified with
behaviour, we think, they lie behind behaviour. A man’s behaviour constitutes the reason we have for
attributing certain mental processes to him, but the behaviour cannot be identified with the mental
processes.
This suggests a very interesting line of thought about the mind. Behaviourism is certainly wrong, but
perhaps it is not altogether wrong. Perhaps the Behaviourists are wrong in identifying the mind and
mental occurrences with behaviour, but perhaps they are right in thinking that our notion of a mind
and of individual mental states is logically tied to behaviour. For perhaps what we mean by a mental
state is some state of the person which, under suitable circumstances, brings about a certain range of
behaviour. Perhaps mind can be defined not as behaviour, but rather as the inner cause of certain
behaviour. Thought is not speech under suitable circumstances, rather it is something within the
person which, in suitable circumstances brings about speech. And, in fact, I believe that this is the
true account, or, at any rate, a true first account, of what we mean by a mental state.
How does this line of thought link up with a purely physicalist view of man? The position is, I think,
that while it does not make such a physicalist view inevitable, it does make it possible. It does not
entail, but it is compatible with, a purely physicalist view of man. For if our notion of the mind and
mental states is nothing but that of a cause within the person of certain ranges of behaviour, then it
becomes a scientific question, and not a question of logical analysis, what in fact the intrinsic nature
of that cause is. The cause might be, as Descartes thought it was, a spiritual substance working
through the pineal gland to produce the complex bodily behaviour of which men are capable. It might
be breath, or specially smooth and mobile atoms dispersed throughout the body; it might be many
other things. But in fact the verdict of modern science seems to be that the sole cause of mindbetokening behaviour in man and the higher animals is the physico-chemical workings of the central
nervous system. And so, assuming we have correctly characterised our concept of a mental state as
nothing but the cause of certain sorts of behaviour, then we can identify these mental states with
purely physical states of the central nervous system.
At this point we may stop and go back to the Behaviourist’s dispositions. We saw that, according to
them, the brittleness of glass or, to take another example, the elasticity of rubber, is not a state of the
glass or the rubber, but simply the fact that things of that sort behave in the way that they do. But now
let us consider how a scientist would think about brittleness or elasticity. Faced with the phenomenon
of breakage under relatively small impacts, or the phenomenon of stretching when force is applied
followed by contraction when the force is removed, he will assume that there is some current state of
the glass or the rubber which is responsible for the characteristic behaviour of samples of these two
materials. At the beginning he will not know what this state is, but he will endeavour to find out, and
he may succeed in finding out. And when he has found out he will likely make remarks of this sort:
“We have discovered that the brittleness of glass is in fact a certain sort of pattern in the molecules of
the glass.” That is to say, he will identify brittleness with the state of the glass that is responsible for
the liability of the glass to break. For him, a disposition of an object is a state of the object. What
makes the state a state of brittleness is the fact that it gives rise to the characteristic manifestations of
brittleness. But the disposition itself is distinct from its manifestation: it is the state of the glass that
gives rise to these manifestations in suitable circumstances.
You will see that this way of looking at disposition is very different from that of Ryle and the
Behaviourists. The great difference is this: If we treat dispositions as actual states, as I have
suggested that scientists do, even if states whose intrinsic nature may yet have to be discovered, then
we can say that dispositions are actual causes, or causal factors, which, in suitable circumstances,
actually bring about those happenings which are the manifestations of the disposition. A certain
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molecular constitution of glass which constitutes its brittleness is actually responsible for the fat that,
when the glass is struck, it breaks.
2

Now I shall not argue the matter here, because the argument is technical and difficult, but I believe
that the view of dispositions as states, which is the view that is natural to science, is the correct one. I
believe it can be shown quite strictly that, to the extent that we admit the notion of dispositions at all,
we are committed to the view that they are actual states of the object that has the disposition. I may
add that I think that the same holds for the closely connected notions of capacities and powers. Here I
will simply assume this step in my argument.
But perhaps it can be seen that the rejection of the idea that mind is simply a certain range of man’s
behaviour in favour of the view that mind is rather the inner cause of that range of man’s behaviour is
bound up with the rejection of the Rylean view of dispositions in favour of one that treats dispositions
as states of objects and so as having actual causal power. The behaviourists were wrong to identify
the mind with behaviour. They were not so far off the mark when they tried to deal with cases where
mental happenings occur in the absence of behaviour by saying that these are dispositions to behave.
But in order to reach a correct view, I am suggesting, they would have to conceive of these
dispositions as actual states of the person who has the disposition, states that have actual power to
bring about behaviour in suitable circumstances. But to do this is to abandon the central inspiration of
Behaviourism: that in talking about the mind we do not have to go behind outward behaviour to inner
states.
And so two separate but interlocking lines of thought have pushed me in the same direction. The first
line of thought is that is goes profoundly against the grain to think of the mind as behaviour. The mind
is, rather, that which stands behind and brings about our complex behaviour. The second line of
thought is that the Behaviourists’ dispositions, properly conceived, are really states that underlie
behaviour, and, under suitable circumstances, bring about behaviour. Putting these two together, we
reach the conception of a mental state as a state of the person apt for producing certain ranges of
behaviour. This formula: a mental state is a state of the person apt for producing certain ranges of
behaviour, I believe to be a very illuminating way of looking at the concept of a mental state. I have
found it to be very fruitful in the search for detailed logical analyses of the individual mental concepts.
Now, I do not think that Hegel’s dialectic has much to tell us about the nature of reality. But I think that
human thought often moves in a dialectical way, from thesis to antithesis and then to the synthesis.
Perhaps thought about the mind is a case in point. I have already said that classical philosophy
tended to think of the mind as an inner arena of some sort. This we may call the Thesis. Behaviourism
moved to the opposite extreme: the mind was seen as outward behaviour. This is the Antithesis. My
proposed Synthesis is that is that the mind is properly conceived as an inner principle, but a principle
that is identified in terms of the outward behaviour it is apt for bringing about. This way of looking at
the mind and mental states does not itself entail a Materialist or Physicalist view of man, for nothing is
said in this analysis about the intrinsic nature of these mental states. But as we have, as I have
asserted that we do have, general scientific grounds for thinking that man is nothing but a physical
mechanism, we can go on to argue that the mental states are in fact nothing but physical states of the
central nervous system.
Along these lines, then, I would look for an account of the mind that is compatible with a purely
Materialist theory of man. I have tried to carry out this programme in detail in A Materialist Theory of
the Mind. There are, as may be imagined, all sorts of powerful objections that can be made to this
view. But [in what follows] … I propose to do only one thing. I will develop one very important
objection to my view of the mind - an objection felt by many philosophers - and then try to show how
the objection should be met.

2

It is presented in my book A Materialist Theory of the Mind (1968) Ch. 6, sec. VI.
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The view that our notion of mind is nothing but that of an inner principle apt for bringing about certain
sorts of behaviour may be thought to share a certain weakness with Behaviourism. Modern
philosophers have put the point about Behaviourism by saying that although Behaviourism may be a
satisfactory account of the mind from an other-person point of view, it will not do as a first-person
account. To explain. In our encounters with other people, all we ever observe is their behaviour: their
actions, their speech, and so on. And so, if we simply consider other people, Behaviourism might
seem to do full justice to the facts. But the trouble about Behaviourism is that it seems so
unsatisfactory as applied to our own case. On our own case, we seem to be aware of so much more
than mere behaviour.
Suppose that now we conceive of the mind as an inner principle apt for bringing about certain sorts of
behaviour. This again fits the other-person cases very well. Bodily behaviour of a very sophisticated
sort is observed, quite different from the behaviour that ordinary physical objects display. It is inferred
that this behaviour must spring from a very special sort of inner cause in the object that exhibits this
behaviour. This inner cause is christened “the mind,” and those who take a physicalist view of man
argue that it is simply the central nervous system of the body observed. Compare this with the case of
glass. Certain characteristic behaviour is observed: the breaking and shattering of the material when
acted upon by relatively small forces. A special inner state of the glass is postulated to explain this
behaviour. Those who take a purely physicalist of glass then argue that this state is a natural state of
the glass. It is, perhaps, an arrangement of its molecules, and not, say, the peculiarly malevolent of
the demons that dwell in glass.
But when we turn to our own case, the position may seem less plausible. We are conscious, we have
experiences. Now can we say that to be conscious, to have experiences, is simply for something to
go on within us apt for the causing of certain sorts of behaviour? Such an account does not seem to
do any justice to the phenomena. And so it seems that our account of the mind, like Behaviourism,
will fail to do justice to the first-person case.
In order to understand the objection better it may be helpful to consider a particular case. If you have
driven for a very long distance without a break, you may have had experience of a curious state of
automatism, which can occur in these conditions. Once can suddenly “come to” and realise that one
has driven for long distances without being aware of anything. One has kept the car on the road, used
the brake and the clutch perhaps, yet all without any awareness of what one was doing.
Now, if we consider this case it is obvious that in some sense mental processes are still going on
when one is in such an automatic state. Unless one’s will was still operating in some way, the car
would not still be on the road. Yet, of course, something mental is lacking. Now, I think, when it is
alleged that an account of mind as an inner principle apt for the production of certain sorts of
behaviour leaves out conscious experience, what is alleged to have been left out is just whatever is
missing in the automatic driving case. It is conceded that an account of mental processes as states of
the person apt for the production of certain sorts of behaviour may very possibly be adequate to deal
with such cases as that of automatic driving. It may be adequate to deal with most of the mental
processes of animals, who perhaps spend a good deal of their lives in this state of automatism. But, it
is contended, it cannot deal with the consciousness that we normally enjoy.
I will now try to sketch an answer to this important and powerful objection. Let us begin in an
apparently unlikely place, and consider the way that an account of mental processes of the sort I am
giving would deal with sense-perception.
Now psychologists, in particular, have long realised that there is a very close logical tie between
sense-perception and selective behaviour. Suppose we want to decide whether an animal can
perceive the difference between red and green. We might give the animal a choice between two
pathways, over one of which a red light shines and over the other of which a green light shines. If the
animal happens by chance to choose the green pathway we reward it; if it happens to choose the
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other pathway we do not reward it. If, after some trials, the animal systematically takes the greenlighted pathway, and if we become assured that the only relevant differences in the two pathways are
the differences in the colour of the lights, we are entitled to say that the animal can see this colour
difference. Using its eyes, it selects between red-lighted and green-lighted pathways. So we say it can
see the difference between red and green.
Now a behaviourist would be tempted to say that the animal’s regularly selecting the green-lighted
pathway was its perception of the colour difference. But this is unsatisfactory, because we all want to
say that the perception is something that goes on within the person or animal - within its mind although, of course, this mental event is normally caused by the operation of the environment upon
the organism. Suppose, however, that we speak instead of capacities for selective behaviour towards
the current environment, and suppose we think of these capacities, like dispositions, as actual inner
states of the organism. We can then think of the animal’s perception as a state within the animal apt,
if the animal is so impelled, for selective behaviour between the red- and green-lighted pathways.
In general, we can think of perceptions as inner states or events apt for the production of certain sorts
of selective behaviour towards our environment. To perceive is like acquiring a key to a door. You do
not have to use the key: you can put it in your pocket and never bother about the door. But if you do
want to open the door the key may be essential. The blind man is a man who does not acquire certain
keys, and, as a result, is not able to operate in his environment in the way that somebody has sight
can operate. It seems, then, a very promising view to take of perceptions that they are inner states
defined by the sorts of selective behaviour that they enable the perceiver to exhibit, if so impelled.
Now how is this discussion of perception related to the question of consciousness of experience, the
sort of thing that the driver who is in a state of automatism has not got, but which we normally do
have? Simply this. My proposal is that consciousness, in this sense of the word, is nothing but
perception or awareness of the state of our own mind. The driver in a state of automatism perceives,
or is aware of, the road. If he did not, the car would be in a ditch. But he is not currently aware of this
awareness of the road. He perceives the road, but he does not perceive his perceiving, or anything
else that is going on in his mind.
And so I conceive of consciousness or experience, in this sense of the words, in the way that Locke
and Kant conceived it, as like perception. Kant, in a striking phrase, spoke of “inner sense.” We
cannot directly observe the minds of others, but each of us has the power to observe directly our own
minds, and “perceive” what is going on there. The driver in the automatic state is one whose “inner
eye” is shut: who is not currently aware of what is going on in his own mind.
Now if this account is along the right lines, why should we not give an account of this inner
observation along the same lines as we have already given of perception? Why should we not
conceive of it as an inner state, a state in this case directed towards other inner states and not to the
environment, which enables us, if we are so impelled, to behave in as selective way towards our own
states of mind? One who is aware, or conscious, of his thoughts or his emotions is one who has the
capacity to make discriminations between his different mental states. His capacity might be exhibited
in words. He might say that he was in an angry state of mind when, and only when, he was in an
angry state of mind. But such verbal behaviour would be the mere expression or result of the
awareness. The awareness itself would be an inner state: the sort of inner state that gave the man a
capacity for such behavioural expressions.
So I have argued that consciousness of our own mental state may be assimilated to perception of our
own mental state, and that, like other perceptions, it may then be conceived of as an inner state or
event giving a capacity for selective behaviour, in this case selective behaviour towards our own
mental state. All this is meant to be simply a logical analysis of consciousness, and none of it entails,
although it does not rule out, a purely physicalist account of what these inner states are. But if we are
convinced, on general scientific grounds, that a purely physical account of man is likely to be the true
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one, then there seems to be no bar to our identifying these inner states with purely physical states of
the central nervous system. And so consciousness of our own mental state becomes simply the
scanning of one part of our central nervous system by another. Consciousness is a self-scanning
mechanism in the central nervous system.
As I have emphasised before, I have done no more than sketch a programme for a philosophy of
mind. There are all sorts of expansions and elucidations to be made, and all sorts of doubts and
difficulties to be stated and overcome. But I hope I have done enough to show that a purely
physicalist theory of the mind is an exciting and plausible intellectual option.

End of Lecture
Discussion
Armstrong begins with the assertion that “men have minds,” and that “[i]n common with many
other modern philosophers, … the best clue we have to the nature of mind is furnished by the
discoveries and hypotheses of modern science concerning the nature of man [and] that we can give
a complete account of man in purely physico-chemical terms.” The aim of his essay, he declares, is:
“… to sketch (in barest outline) what may be called a Materialist or Physicalist account of the mind.”
To do so Armstrong must defend the authority of Science. And yet we are urged so often by popular
culture not to put too much faith in Science. For Armstrong however, it is not a matter of faith but of
“… deciding disputed questions” and that only the scientific method has the capacity to arrive at
intellectual consensus about disputed questions. Armstrong cites Thomas Hobbes’ remarks about
William Harvey’s discovery of the circulation of blood as an instance in which a scientific consensus
concerning the circulation was reached within Harvey’s own life time. Contrast this with the
centuries in which say, religion or literary theory, have had to reach consensus on almost any point,
but have failed to do so even to this day. “This is not to say, of course, that the consensus of those
who are learned and competent in a subject cannot be mistaken. Of course such a consensus [viz.
the physico-chemical hypothesis of man] can be mistaken. Sometimes it [Science] has been
mistaken. But, granting fallibility, what better authority have we than such a consensus?” The
scientific method, we might add, is unique in that it is a self-correcting enterprise: contrary evidence
is subject to further rounds of experimentation and may be either rejected or incorporated into a
revised hypothesis.
Having justified his procedure, Armstrong turns to a behaviourist account of the mind. According to
logical behaviourism, mental concepts can be explained solely in terms of behavioural concepts.
Compare this with psychological behaviourism which “purports to explain human and animal
behaviour in terms of external physical stimuli, responses, learning histories, and (for certain types
of behaviour) reinforcements.” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy: Behaviourism) The works of
Ivan Pavlov, J.B. Watson and B.F. Skinner are classic examples of the latter, however Armstrong
choses to engage with Ryle’s dispositional behaviourism, an instance of logical behaviourism.
According to Armstrong’s reading of Ryle, whom we met at the end of Classic Text 06, “[t]he mind
[is] not something behind the behaviour of the body, it [is] simply part of that physical behaviour…
The mind is not an inner arena, it is an outward act.”
Armstrong’s example of the property of brittleness as a disposition to shatter under certain
circumstances neatly illustrates Ryle’s description of a dispositional property. Indeed he quotes Ryle:
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To possess a dispositional property is not to be in a particular state, or to undergo a
particular change; it is to be bound or liable to be in a particular state, or to undergo a
particular change, when a particular condition is realised. (The Concept of Mind, p. 43, my
[Armstrong’s] italics.)
And yet for Armstrong, “[s]omething is currently going on, in the strongest and most literal sense of
“going on,” and this something is my thought.” This is especially noteworthy when our thoughts do
not spill over into action. Therefore to have a thought is not simply to be in a dispositional state. For
this reason Armstrong declares Rylean (logical) Behaviourism an “unsatisfactory as a theory of
mind.” However he does concede that “perhaps they are right in thinking that our notion of a mind
and of individual mental states is logically tied to behaviour.” That is not to say that that they are to
be identified with them.
Armstrong’s alternative hypothesis is that “… mind can be defined not as behaviour, but rather as
the inner cause of certain behaviour. Thought is not speech under suitable circumstances, rather it is
something within the person which, in suitable circumstances brings about speech.” Now as
Armstrong freely admits, this view of mind is equally compatible with materialism or physicalism as
it is with Cartesian dualism. However, what the nature of this “inner cause” is, is a question for
Science, not logical analysis. And indeed the consensus of modern Science is that “… the sole cause
of mind-betokening behaviour in man and the higher animals is the physico-chemical workings of
the central nervous system.”
Armstrong’s next sentence however is a divisive one:
And so, assuming we have correctly characterised our concept of a mental state as nothing
but the cause of certain sorts of behaviour, then we can identify these mental states with
purely physical states of the central nervous system. (Emphasis added)
One branch of the physicalist philosophy of mind known as type identity theory, of which
Armstrong’s is an example, identifies mental states with certain physical states, whereas token
identity theory, of which more in Classical Text 16, merely identifies mental states with some or
other physical states. An easy way of remembering the distinction between types and tokens is this:
The fact that two people may have the same type of car does not necessarily mean that they share
the same token vehicle. (Wikipedia: Type physicalism)
Armstrong’s return to the example of the brittleness of glass or indeed the elasticity of rubber is
furthermore instructive: It is not enough that we give a behavioural or dispositional account of
brittleness or elasticity, we want to know what it is about the nature of glass that makes it brittle or
of rubber that makes it elastic. If we did find that a certain arrangement of molecules within glass
which explains its brittleness we would be justified in type identifying its brittleness with just such a
physical state. However we would wrong to type identify brittleness in general with such a physical
state because brittleness can be realised in a variety of physically and chemically diverse materials
from burned toast to concrete. At most we could token identify brittleness in general with some or
other physical states of a diverse variety of materials. Ultimately however, the question of type vs.
token mental identity will probably be settled by neuroscience and not philosophy.
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When Armstrong comes to unite his “two separate but interlocking lines of thought…” to wit that:
“the mind is…, that which stands behind and brings about our complex behaviour” and
“Behaviourists’ dispositions… are really states that underlie behaviour, and, under suitable
circumstances, bring about behaviour.” He arrives at “the conception of a mental state as a state of
the person apt for producing certain ranges of behaviour.” In other words “…that the mind is
properly conceived as an inner principle, but a principle that is identified in terms of the outward
behaviour it is apt for bringing about.”
Behaviourism has often been likened to a
“black box” problem familiar to engineers.
During one or more of their practicals, stuBehaviourism merely links input stimuli to output responses
dent engineers are handed a sealed “black
box” to be scrutinized only in terms of its
inputs and outputs, without any knowledge of its internal workings. These students have various
tools at their disposal such as signal generators, voltmeters, ammeters, oscilloscopes and the like
with which to generate inputs and measure outputs; however the one thing they may not do is peep
inside the box.
Behaviourism, it has been argued, treats the question of mind as just such a “black box” problem by
linking environmental inputs to behavioural outputs, without reference to what is actually “going
on” behind such behaviour. For Armstrong, to paraphrase, what is “going on” is physical activity
within the nervous system that brings about inner states of a person apt for producing certain
ranges of behaviour, and that such activity can be identified as the cause of such behaviour. It is as if
Armstrong had refused to cooperate with “black box” behaviourism, electing instead to ask the
forbidden question, “What in the box is causing behaviour?” only to declare: “States of the nervous
system realised by physico-chemical processes.”
Armstrong was not the first philosopher to posit materialism or physicalism, however back in 1965
when he delivered his original lecture, methodological, psychological and logical behaviourism was
the default position in the laboratory, in the language of discourse of Psychology and in the
Philosophy of Mind respectively. Indeed behaviourism was seen as the only approach to Psychology
compatible with physicalism. What was novel about Armstrong’s model is that it accommodates the
dispositional states that behaviourism took for granted by identifying them with inner states of the
organism so disposed to behave, even without requiring any overt manifestation of behaviour;
something behaviourism had failed to achieve, precisely because it issues eschews such causes.
The problem of consciousness is actually three related problems: those of awareness, a sense of self
or subjectivity (or phenomenality) and self-awareness, which explains why we can sometimes be
aware of our surroundings but not self-aware or vice versa. Armstrong’s example of “coming to”
during a very long drive, only to realise that one has “driven for long distances without being aware
of anything” demonstrates that complex mental processes can be “going on” even when we are in a
state of “automatism.” Armstrong says of this state that … “[i]t may be adequate to deal with most
of the mental processes of animals, who perhaps spend a good deal of their lives in this state of
automatism. But, it is contended, it cannot deal with the consciousness that we normally enjoy.”
Before dealing with the question of self-awareness Armstrong proposes a little experiment to
distinguish sense-perception between two colours in a non-human animal model. The experiment
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could have been improved upon by randomising the shining of lights of different colours over the
different pathways so that the animal in question might not perhaps simply be favouring the left
over the right or the top over the pathway; however this does not detract from his inferences.
Now the behaviourist would say that the animal’s selection of one pathway over another “was its
perception of the colour difference.” However for Armstrong, “… this is unsatisfactory, because we
all want to say that the perception is something that goes on within the person or animal - within its
mind - although, of course, this mental event is normally caused by the operation of the
environment upon the organism.”
Instead, Armstrong suggests that we speak of “capacities for selective behaviour towards the
current environment,” and that we think of these “capacities, like dispositions, as actual inner states
of the organism.” Then an animal’s perception can be thought of as a (physical) state of the
organism for selective behaviour towards the environment. In the lecture Armstrong urges us to
think hypothetically, however the conclusion he really wants us to draw for ourselves is a literal one:
Perception, like other psychological phenomena for selective behaviour, are physical states within us
(specifically within our nervous system.)
Armstrong’s analogy by which we can think of perception as a key to unlocking a door representing
some action is helpful, but again, he is gesturing beyond the analogy towards the same literal
conclusion, that perception is a physical state within an animal for selective behaviour. This leads to
his conception of conscious experience.
Ordinary perception or awareness, such as that of a motorist in a state of automatism, can go on
without conscious experience; however “consciousness, in this sense of the word, is nothing but
perception or awareness of the state of our own mind” - literally an “inner sense” as Kant put it. On a
purely physical account then, consciousness would entail “a self-scanning mechanism in the central
nervous system.” This is not armchair philosophy. Armstrong’s proposal is both experimentally
testable and falsifiable; indeed the search for the “neural correlates of consciousness” (NCC) being
the “minimal set of neuronal events and mechanisms sufficient for a specific conscious percept” is
currently being spearheaded by Christof Koch, Francis Crick, David Chalmers and others. (Koch, C.
2004)
What has proved more recalcitrant is the quest to understand the physical or neurophysiological
underpinnings of the subjectivity (or phenomenality) of conscious experience. If pain for example is
merely the firing of group C nerve fibres within the nervous system, why does one person’s pain
have the unique subjective quality that it does. Or, what indeed is responsible for the quality of a
person’s conscious experience of the redness of red and how (and why) does it differ from that of
another person’s or even another species’? Individual instances of subjective conscious experience
have come to be known as qualia (singular: quale) and are believed by some philosophers to pose a
peculiar problem for materialist explanations of the mind-body problem, while for others the very
notion of qualia breaks down; however this debate will be explored in a separate topic.
Another difficulty with type identity theory of mind, of which Armstrong’s is one variety, is that of
multiple realizability. Because such theories strive to identify types of mental states with types of
physical states of the central nervous system, they fail to accommodate those mental states that can
be realised in multiple species and even brainless computational systems. This suggests that type
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identity theory is too narrow, unlike token identity theory which identifies token mental states with
particular token physical states or events.
Such objections however are not inimical to physicalism in general; indeed we shall be encountering
further refinements in the form of anomalous monism and functionalism in subsequent classic
texts.
Tasks:
1. Is Armstrong’s confidence in the authority of Science perhaps misplaced or overstated?
2. To what standard(s) of evidence ought we to hold Philosophy accountable?
3. What does behaviourism leave out in the account of dispositions to behave one way or
another under certain circumstances?
4. Is Armstrong’s account under the physico-chemical hypothesis not also overlooking
something?
5. Has Armstrong solved the problem of consciousness?
Feedback:
1. Armstrong is quite correct to point out that only “Science has provided us with a method of
deciding disputed questions.” After centuries of literary studies we are, for example, no
closer to consensus over whether Shakespeare intended for Hamlet to be portrayed as mad
or only feigning madness. Similar examples could be made of religion, morality, aesthetics
and so on. The scientific method is, when properly implemented, moreover self-correcting
and self-refining. As new evidence comes to light, existing hypotheses are either disregarded
or fine-tuned to develop theories in a way that no other discipline can or does. Most of the
general public are in two minds about Science: in the court room they demand the highest
standards from forensics and equally high standards in the screening of pharmaceuticals for
safety; in the same breath most people dismiss large swaths of the subject if they are in
conflict with their personal beliefs. Armstrong however is not misplaced in wanting to hold
his conception of mind to that higher standard of theory and evidence.

2. The standards should be fit for purpose. If a philosophical line of enquiry, especially if it is at
an impasse, can be decided by empirical means, then we should accept such evidence.
Besides which, the modern distinction that has been drawn between Science and Philosophy
is an artificial one. Science, in the broadest possible sense, including Mathematics, were
once part of Philosophy. That they now function autonomously within different spheres
does not detract from their common goals or origins. On the other hand we should be aware
of the so called “CSI effect” on popular culture. Since the TV show “CSI: Crime Scene
Investigation” has created greater public awareness of Forensic Science, it has also lead to
the popular misconception that all investigations can be solved by Science alone, were
common sense and carful observation would have prevailed.

3. What behaviourism leaves of its account of dispositions to behave one way or another under
given circumstances is what, as Armstrong puts it, “lie[s] behind behaviour.” Black boxes as
educational tools are not supposed to be opened. Creatures capable of behaviour, such as
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ourselves, have complex organs and systems for actually generating and coordinating such
behaviour. It is truly a scandal that behaviourists managed to ignore or “bracket” Anatomy
and Physiology for as long as they did, even while they were mature disciplines.

4. This question depends on your standpoint concerning the Philosophy of Mind. If you are a
dualist or a vitalist, then of course the physico-chemical hypothesis does not explain your
concept of spirit or élan vital (vital essence.) If, on the other hand you are a materialist, you
may still feel that the physico-chemical hypothesis is inadequate because it fails to account
for emergent properties of systems (typically mental or conscious) that cannot be
accounted for by the sum of their parts. Compare this with the reductionist approach which
holds that complex systems are the sum of their parts and can, at least in principle, be
explained as such.

5. No, Armstrong has not solved the problem of consciousness. What he has shown, is that if
we follow his argument, then it is consistent to believe that: “Consciousness is a selfscanning mechanism in the central nervous system.” But this is a very broad and sweeping
conclusion. It goes no way to proposing what that mechanism might be or how it might be
achieved by the neurons and other structures within the central nervous system. Most
importantly it fails to explain why conscious states have the unique subjective quality that
they do. Never the less Armstrong’s conclusion, broad as it is, has not been shown to be
factually wrong in the half-century since he proposed it.
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