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History
Neutral Monism (NM); the idea that rather than the mental supervening on the physical 
(Physicalist Monism) or the reverse (Idealist Monism) there is some other type of entity, fact, 
truth, etc, upon which both the mental and the physical supervene. 

The main group of neutral monist thinkers - empiricist philosophers of the late 19th and early 
20th centuries, 

Persistent, mind-independent objects were held to be of the same kind of stuff as perceptions 
of objects – a perceived and an unperceived object only differ insofar as only the former is 
part of the “bundle” of particulars that constitutes a mind. 

•James’s term for the “neutral elements” = “pure experiences”
•Russell asserts that the qualia constitutive of my perceptions of a distant star are 
somehow “part” of the star.
•Gave rise to the charge that neutral monism is just repackaged idealism. 

Kenneth Sayre’s NM; Platonism and Information Theory; 
“ the fundamental principle to which both mind and matter are 
reducible is not a substance in any sense … but rather is a 
structure of a sort that can only be represented
mathematically. This structure is what information theorists 
call ‘ information.’ ” - memo to the Notre Dame Philosophy 
Department.

NM, (the Mach/Russell/James versions), is often accused of being a rehash of idealism, that 
“givens” or “pure experiences” sound suspiciously “mental” . There is, however, a more 
telling criticism of these NM’s; - they are simply not neutral. Even if the “neutral elements”
previously proposed, (Russell’s “givens” , Mach’s or James’s “pure experiences” , or Sayre’s 
“ information”), are properly conceptually distinct from the mental and the physical, they are 
no more neutral in consequence of that distinctness than mind is neutral for being 
conceptually distinct from matter and information, or matter is for being distinct from mind 
and “pure experiences” . Result;

•Undesirable proliferation of theoretical entities.
•Sayre’s “ information” also can account for qualia, 
•the empirical-realist versions suffer from worries about what a “pure experience” of an 
unperceivable entity such as a quark or gluon could possibly be.

Theor ies, Ontologiesand Reality

The Real = a massively complex manifold, with many layers of regularity, pattern and 
stochasticity, many of which crosscut and overlie one another, the entirety of which is far 
beyond human comprehension.
A theory = anything that identifies a subset of the patterns of reality, asserts their existence as 
real entities, and provides a set of metaphors to facilitate our understanding of them.

Seeing truth as a function directly mapping from language to observation-independent Reality 
becomes problematic; it reduces truth to an unknowable function that maps to a "black box" 
we can©t look inside (noumena). Thus we identify the “world” side of the “ language-to-world!”
mapping, “ truth” , as the patterns/structures filtered from Reality by a theory (the theory©s 
ontology), - not “ raw” Reality itself. 

Therefore
the truth of a claim depends crucially of whether it maps to a genuine pattern in Reality, 

but
the function "truth" is no longer a mystery.

It’s not enough simply to call truth “a function that maps from language to reality” . We should 
be able to say something about what that function is.

Both sides of the "language-to-world" function, "truth", are theory-specific; the ontology and 
the set of metaphors - thus function itself differs from theory to theory; 

Theories define ways of mapping knowledge-claims to real-world patterns = the set of 
relations the concept "truth" denotes.

•So the concepts of truth and falsity only apply to knowledge-claims/models/etc, 
•not applicable to theories themselves, 
•not because there is no perception- or belief- independent reality, but because outside of a 
theory there is no intelligible mapping between the representation and Reality.

Mind, matter, or any of the alternative supervenience-bases of past neutral monisms are 
theories - all supervene upon a common base; “Reality” which is;

•theory-independent,
but

•only made accessible by the use of theory to isolate significant patterns from the whole 
and elaborate metaphors upon them; 

Or igins of the “ mind” and “ matter” ontologies

External Symbol Grounding First Language Vocabulary Acquisition. 
Roughly, 

Separate sets of linguistic constructs (mind and matter) have (culturally) evolved because of 
a difference between two modes of word- and concept-acquisition;

•Acquisition in relation to that upon which joint attention can be fixed, which gives us 
our concept of the material, 
•Acquisition upon which joint attention cannot be fixed, but which we can observe to 
affect our own behaviour, and which we can thus infer from the behaviour of others, 
upon which we can fix joint attention, which gives us our concept of the mental. 

Promising new trend in Developmental Linguistics (see, eg., Michael Tomasello);

•the structural properties of languages do not emerge in ontogeny from the genetic 
preconfiguration of neural structure, but from the swarm-like properties of linguistic 
communities over diachronic time-scales. 

•“problem of the poverty of the stimulus is solved by the poverty of the stimulus” . 
-Simon Kirby

Using computational simulations (Iterated Learning) it has been shown that the informational 
bottleneck of first language acquisition, whereby only a small subset of possible sentences 
comprises the child’s learning data, forces learners to form generalisations and this causes 
language to exhibit structural regularity. 

Research into emergent sign languages confirms that the form of the bottleneck effects on the 
resulting structure; 

Tomasello notes, in his Cultural Origins of Human Cognition, that joint attention is critical to 
children’s learning of semantics.

Suggestion;
•the difference in the relation of the mental and the physical to joint attention constitutes 
a difference in the form of the bottleneck in the cultural transmission of the mental and 
physical concepts;
•this has resulted in the existence of disjoint mental and physical theories.

Al-Sayyid Sign Language, 
learnt within homes in an 
enclosed, 
socially static Bedouin community
•fixed word-order 
•few inflections

Nicaraguan Sign Language, 
learnt at a school for the deaf -
every 6 months, a new 
intake of ~60 children has to 
learn from the older children
•free word order 
•extensive inflection.

Axiom; if two theories exhibit the same truth-function, they 
are in fact (aspects of) the same theory.

•The “neutral” remains neutral until we try to understand it and talk about it. 

•This NM is non-reductive; any attempt to reduce the mental, or the physical, 
simply results in the generation of another, non-neutral theory, which still fails 
to capture all of Reality. 

•Non-Reductive Neutral Monism offers a helpful way to a solution to the mind-
body problem.

Ernst Mach

William James
Bestrand Russell

Why Neutral Monism?
•Dualism is too problematic to accept if a monistic alternative is available.
•Idealism and physicalism both fail to account for things that I believe they ought to.

•Idealism cannot handle the unperceived complexities of the universe.
•Physicalism cannot handle qualia.
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