
PHI 103
Pondering the Imponderables 

Introduction
At first glance, the metaphysical problem appears to be a simple question of the number of entities involved in reality—that is, is the ultimate reality single, dual, or plural? 

It is thus evident that there are complicating factors in our originally simple quantitative problem — that of finding monism, dualism, or pluralism. In addition to the usual opposition between idealism and naturalism, there are conflicts between the three quantitative schools, so that we find a pluralism that is essentially idealistic battling one that is definitely naturalistic. Alternatively, an idealism that is categorically monistic opposing idealism that is predominantly dualistic.



The Essence of Monism
To some, dualism appears to be virtually incontrovertible (Velasquez, 2008). Some fall naturally into the habit of regarding the world of experience as composed of two separate realms: a physical, material world, above or behind which lays a separate domain of the mental or spiritual. This might be called "common-sense dualism," and it is so widespread as undoubtedly to constitute the most popular metaphysical view, both throughout history and in our own day. The philosopher, on the contrary, seems just as predisposed to gravitate towards a monistic position. This tendency is strong enough to warrant the statement that both dualism and pluralism represent a metaphysical second best as far as philosophy is concerned. For those who give themselves to it seriously, the metaphysical search is usually a quest for a single ultimate of some kind. 



The Common Element in All Monisms
While metaphysical monism takes a variety of forms, these all have a common central doctrine: the foundation of the world is single—all existence grounded in one "stuff" or principle (Lawhead, 2009). Monism is therefore that worldview which seeks and finds unity in reality, thereby reducing the rich variety of human experience to multiple aspects of a single ultimate. The several schools within monism have found their source of unity in various places. As a result, the completed systems of thought have been so dissimilar that "singleness" constitutes the only common denominator. When these systems are as opposed to one another as are some of the extreme forms of idealistic and materialistic monism, it becomes evident that other metaphysical positions within dualism or pluralism might stand closer to each other than do some of the monistic schools.



The Monist’s Burden of Proof
Monism is not the "common-sense" or man-in-the-street view of things. On the contrary, much of our daily experience runs directly counter to its basic postulate. In order to find sufficient cause to doubt the views of any kind of monism, we need only look at another human being or at ourselves in a mirror. We definitely appear to be a combination of a body and a conscious "something" which we ordinarily call "mind," "soul," or "consciousness." Common sense cannot conceive how body and this conscious "something" could be reducible to the other since each seems to be an ultimate. Turning from ourselves to the external world, one does not need to be a mystic or a poet to experience the feeling of a Presence or Spirit abiding in nature. 



Monism and Common Sense
Most men can be persuaded that the world is more complex than they thought, and that perhaps its basic constituents are innumerable. However, it is far more difficult to persuade them that its apparent diversity and complexity are only apparent, and that at bottom all things and all experiences—including even the contrasting realms of "matter" and "mind"—are reducible to one ultimate. 



Schools of Monism: Materialism
There are two aspects of the doctrine of metaphysical unity that should be kept apart. These arise from the fact that the problem of ultimate reality is a two-fold issue (Moreland & Craig, 2003). First, what is the nature of being? Secondly, what is the amount of being? While few philosophers actually maintain a separation between the quantitative and the qualitative problems, it is important to realize that logically they are distinct. Thus, for materialism the physical world is primary. The mental, the spiritual, and the moral must therefore come to terms with this physical order, and be content to regard themselves as aspects of it. The development of modern psychology has profoundly altered our concepts of the origin, the nature, and the function of mind. Freud alone, with his theory of the subconscious, has probably brought a greater change in our ideas on the nature of mind than all the physicists of the last fifty years have wrought in our views concerning the nature of matter.



Classical vs. Modern Materialism
What might be called the older or classical materialism regarded matter as composed of tiny solid particles that reacted on each other in a purely mechanical manner—that is, by impinging on one another like billiard balls (Nash, 1999). Classical materialism considered Matter inert or "dead," and all changes or events were the result of shifts in position among these particles. This older view, generally known as mechanical atomism, has given way before the advances of modern physics. Matter is no longer regarded as "dead," or even as solid. Only its discrete composition, or general atomic character, has survived unchanged. Matter, currently enjoys definition as "organized energy arranged in patterns," instead of inert solid particles (Titus, 1970, p. 111). , Today the material world is considered to possess many of the dynamic qualities formerly associated exclusively with the domain of mind or spirit. Today, instead of talking about "matter" as ultimate, materialism follows the lead of science and speaks of "energy." It is now frequently objected that the term materialism no longer possesses any relation to the doctrine it is supposed to describe, and the word "energism" has been suggested as a substitute (Titus, 1970, p. 112). In general, however, the thinkers who hold that the physiochemical world is ultimate, prefer to keep the traditional term—but with the understanding that "materialism" does not mean the interpretation of reality in terms of atoms in motion, but refers to the reduction of both experience and existence to whatever basic units are accepted by the physical sciences.



A Broader View of Materialism
We shall gain a clearer picture of materialism, both past and present, if instead of regarding it as a system built upon matter; we regard it as the doctrine that holds reality to be identical with the physical universe. There are distinct advantages in taking this interpretation of materialism (Stumpf, 1988). In the first place, we are spared any highly technical controversy regarding the nature of matter. Secondly, we have a view that can survive all sorts of changes in the scientific view of "matter." Third, we thereby put the emphasis where the materialist himself places it, upon the natural world as over against any kind of a supernatural realm. Seen in this light, materialism is revealed the ontological core of a far more inclusive worldview, naturalism. Thus, we see the relation of materialistic monism to the whole field of philosophy, and we are again brought face to face with our original metaphysical poles: idealism and naturalism.



The Materialistic Views of Mind
It is evident that whichever of the great monisms we choose we immediately have a major problem: how to account for the contrasting aspect of our experience in terms of the doctrine we have selected. Thus, materialism faces its toughest test when it tries to account for mind or consciousness in terms of the physical realm, while spiritualistic monism is most likely to break down when it attempts to derive the physical world from mind or spirit. The task immediately before us is to see how materialism explains the existence of mind in the universe (Moreland & Craig, 2003).

There are three ways of relating mind to matter within the framework of materialism, and all have had historical significance. First, we can regard mind as a mere attribute of the material world, standing in the usual relation of an attribute to its substance. Second, we can view mind as an effect of matter; the term used in this, view, "causal materialism," indicates the relation between the two realms. Finally, there is "equative materialism," which holds that mental activity is really material in nature. This last is clearly the most rigidly monistic of the three possible positions, since it attempts to identify the mental with the material. The first, "attributive materialism," is almost too vague to be enlightening, as the relation between a substance and its attributes is difficult to define. The second or causal position is the one most acceptable to modern psychology. This is what we would expect, for like any science, psychology is primarily interested in organizing its phenomena within a framework of causal laws.



The Contemporary Position
As far as contemporary materialism is concerned, the relation between the physical and the mental may be described as follows. Mind or consciousness is dependent upon the motion of matter—that is, upon the material component of the brain and central nervous system. More precisely, it is dependent upon motion within matter, for mental processes are regarded as a form of neural energy, related to energy changes within the whole nervous system. The attempt is sometimes made to identify completely the mental and the neural processes. This "equative monism" says that the mental process or event in consciousness merely is the neural change. 



The Schools of Monism: Spiritualism
When we turn to the spiritualistic monism, we are far more likely to find singularism. This we describe as the doctrine that all things are only parts or fragments of an all-inclusive whole or totality. Absolute idealism is a classic example. There have been advocates of pluralistic spiritualism (for example, Leibniz and Berkeley) who held that individual minds or "spirits" are more or less independent of one another, but in recent philosophy, singularism and spiritualistic monism have become almost synonymous.



The Principal Arguments for Idealistic Monism 
There are numerous arguments advanced in support of idealistic or spiritualistic monism, reducible to two basic contentions. The first is the familiar Berkeleian argument, which is the foundation of modern idealistic epistemology: all existence as we know it is dependent upon experience, therefore all existence is dependent upon the agent of that experience, which is mind or spirit or consciousness. Thus, minds or spirits and their ideas are all that exist, and consequently mind or spirit is the ultimate reality. The second argument points out the undeniable fact that we sense or perceive ourselves to be nonmaterial or spiritual beings, whose existence cannot be identified with that of our physical bodies. This intuition has been accepted at its face value by many idealistic thinkers (Lawhead, 2009), and for them it naturally offers a strong argument for spiritualistic monism. 



Second Metaphysical Possibility: Dualism
Dualism holds that reality consists of two ultimate and irreducible entities, substances, or principles. The division between these two ultimate principles is established in various ways by various thinkers. Most often termed "mind" and "matter," or "spirit" and "matter." With reference to human nature, dualism stresses the contrast between body and "soul" or between "flesh" and "spirit." Sometimes the dualist speaks of "physical existence" as against "mental existence"; Plato, for example, established the division between the sensible (meaning, the perceivable) world and the intelligible (that is, the conceptual) world. Dualists today are likely to speak of the material realm as against the spiritual realm (Velasqeuz, 2008). 

True irreducibility of the ultimates involved is essential to any genuine dualism. That is, both one should be reducible to the other, and neither one nor both should be reducible to a third something still more basic. In other words, a genuine dualism does not regard its two ultimates, however termed, as merely different manifestations of something more fundamental. Further, dualism believes that this split within existence is permanent, and not just a temporary condition that eventually eliminated by the progressive spiritualization or increasing materialization of reality. The division is assumed inherent in the very nature of existence, and not just a superficial aspect.



Dualism in the Moral Realm
Moral dualism normally postulates two opposing sources operating in the universe; these are usually called "good" and "evil"—or less accurately, ‘right" and "wrong" (Moreland & Craig, 2003). Human experience, thus involves a struggle, or at least a choice, between these conflicting powers. Each individual necessarily participates, selecting the side the person will fight on in this struggle.

While the moral dualist does not claim that every choice we make and every act we perform is a blow for either righteousness or evil, he is almost certain to hold that there are moral absolutes. In other words, while the person does not regard every action as necessarily either "good" or "bad," the person does insist that those actions which do fall within the moral field are definitely, clearly, and absolutely good or bad; hence this type of dualism is strongly opposed to ethical relativism. To the relativist, things are seldom pure black or white, but only varying shades of gray. This relativistic view is incompatible with dualism, since the core of any dualistic viewpoint is a fundamental division between two irreducible (and usually absolute) entities of some kind.



Classic Dualism: Descartes
Among the many metaphysical dualisms which philosophy has produced, the most rigorous was given classical expression by the French thinker Descartes in the seventeenth century (Lawhead, 2009). In his (the Cartesian) terminology, the ultimate, "mind" and "matter" are described in terms of their most unique and essential characteristics. They are called "thought" and "extension"—or, more precisely, "substance thinking" and "substance extended" (that is, occupying space). For Descartes and his followers, the division of reality was absolute: body and mind are each self-sustaining, and the properties or characteristics of each are completely different. In fact, they are mutually exclusive; whatever is a property of mind cannot be a property of matter, and vice versa.

In the physical world, Descartes held that although God is the First Cause or Prime Mover who initiated all motion, ever since this initial push all motion has been strictly mechanical, hence subject to deterministic causation. So the physical world is not only real and independent of men (and here Descartes obviously parts company with idealists like Berkeley), but furthermore its behavior is controlled by the mechanical forces so much stressed by mechanists and determinists. Descartes regarded science's task as the discovery of those laws that operate in the physical order. He apparently regarded these laws as absolute and deterministic.



Dualism’s Difficulties
Dualism admits that the laws of nature determine that the experience have a physical effect. That is, dualism accepts that the point of a tack will penetrate our skin to a certain depth; but it cannot explain why, if our minds are completely free and our wills can operate arbitrarily, we should be forced to feel the pain of the wound, since perception is wholly in the mental sphere (Moreland & Craig, 2003).




CONCLUSION:
Pluralism, strictly speaking, is any worldview that holds that there exist neither one nor two ultimate principles nor entities, but many (Titus, 1970). Speaking even more precisely, it is any view that sets the number of irreducible metaphysical elements at more than two. Thus, a view such as that of the Greek philosopher Empedocles, with its four primary substances (earth, air, fire, and water), would be no less pluralistic than a system postulating an infinite number of substances.

In order to have a pluralistic system, it is not necessary that the amount of ultimate entities be qualitatively separate. A spiritualistic atomism such as Leibniz's in which the common element of the innumerable monads is perceptual awareness, would be a quantitative pluralism: all the entities are similar in their nature, but distinct from one another and infinite in amount. 
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