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Full-bodied materialism is a rarity in British philosophy. In fact, notable British materialists before recent times seem to number only two: Thomas Hobbes in the seventeenth century, and Joseph Priestley in the eighteenth. Their materialisms were attempts to construct a scientific ontology, but there the similarity ends, since they had very different ideas of the nature of science. Hobbes took science to be the study of motion, using Galilean geometric method; Priestley worked with a Newtonian methodology and conceived of matter as spheres of force centred on point particles.

Hobbes’s views are best seen in his Humane Nature of 1650. For Hobbes, ‘all mutation consists in motion’, and motion is merely change of place. These two propositions are the essence of modern science, and only such science gives us genuine knowledge of the world. But since the mind is part of the world, they must apply as much to it as to the non-mental realm. Sensation, thought, memory and will must be merely motions in the brain and the nerves. The mind’s peculiar capacity to represent the world around it, the capacity he called ‘apparition’, is found in some bodies – in brains – and not in other bodies, but this, he thinks, is no reason to imagine that minds are not bodies or that apparition is not just another species of motion. He was deeply interested in the physiology of sensory processes, conceived of as motions in the nerves. But what happens when these motions reach the brain he does not discuss.

Hobbes’s attitude to Cartesian ‘immaterial minds’ is best seen from his discussion of spirits or ghosts. He seems to regard the idea as conceptually incoherent.  Such entities are unknowable by natural reason: ‘spirits we suppose to be those substances which work not upon the sense, and [are] therefore not conceptible’.
In the century between Hobbes and Priestley, discussion was dominated by John Locke’s suggestion that God might ‘superadd’ the power of thought to a physical system such as the brain. The main point at issue was not the truth of materialism, but whether or not this suggestion is self-contradictory. Locke, Anthony Collins and David Hartley argued for the coherence of materialism. One minor author, thought to be Samuel Strutt, in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Physical Springs of Human Action, and the Immediate Cause of Thinking (1732), did come out fully for materialism. He contends that the only ideas of substance that we have are those derived from matter, hence the substance of the mind must be material.

Priestley’s materialism, in his Disquisitions concerning Matter and Spirit (1777), puts forward three main arguments. The first is the problem of mind–body interaction. Objects in the world do produce ideas in the mind. But since causal relations are impossible between totally dissimilar substances, it follows that ideas and objects must be of the same substance. He rejects Berkeley’s idealism because it implies, implausibly, that every act of perception is produced by a divine intervention. Priestley thus saw no alternative to materialism.

His second argument rests on his theory of matter. Dualists commonly contended that matter is intrinsically passive and mind intrinsically active. Priestley, however, claimed that physical phenomena show us nothing that cannot be explained by the action-at-a-distance of forces. The powerfulness of matter is not itself an argument for materialism but it is a counter-argument to a standard dualist move. If physical bodies possess natural powers, there is no reason in principle why they might not have others such as the power of consciousness.

His main argument is methodological, based on Newton’s first ‘Rule of Reasoning in Philosophy’ (‘We are to admit no more causes than such as are both true and sufficient to explain appearances.’). He thinks that dualists postulate an entity whose existence is not directly evident, and for which there is no indirect evidence which cannot be otherwise explained. His claim is that we must not postulate a theoretical entity such as the soul when the phenomena can be attributed to a known entity, the brain.

Priestley’s view is not reductionism down to the level of physics. The brain’s powers reside in its structure or organization. Nature generally is a multi-levelled set of systems, in which different powers belong to different levels of organization.

Materialism is difficult to locate in the nineteenth century. James Mill’s Analysis of the Phenomena of the Human Mind (1829), though thoroughly secular and positivistic, avoids discussion of the mind–brain relation. Harriet Martineau, who was both positivistic and religious, did likewise. Both were Hartleians, rather than Priestleians. John Tyndall, though often taken to be a materialist, defies such classification. Notably, he insisted that materialists had wholly failed to explain how consciousness is grounded in the brain. In some respects he is a pantheist; in others, a mysterian, avant la lettre.

Modern materialism, as it emerged first in the late 1950s, originated mainly in Australia and the United States. Two of its instigators, Jack Smart and U.T. Place, were British by background, but were working in Australia, Smart’s adopted home. Smart’s arguments in Philosophy and Scientific Realism resemble Priestley’s in emphasising arguments for ontological simplicity. Gilbert Ryle’s famous attack on ‘the ghost in the machine’ in The Concept of Mind (1949) falls far short of contemplating materialism. More recent British philosophy has been notably less materialistic than American and Australian philosophy.
890
BIBLIOGRAPHY

Thomas Hobbes, 
Place, U. T., ‘Materialism as a Scientific Hypothesis’, in C. V. Borst (ed.), The Mind/Brain Identity Theory (1970).
Price, Richard and Joseph Priestley, A Free Discussion of the Doctrines of Materialism, and Philosophical Necessity (1778).

Priestley, Joseph, Disquisitions relating to Matter and Spirit and The Doctrine of Philosophical Necessity Illustrated; being an Appendix to the Disquisitions relating to Matter and Spirit. To which is added, An Answer to several Persons who have controverted the Principles of it, second edition, 2 vols. (Birmingham, 1782).

Smart, J. J. C., Philosophy and Scientific Realism (1963).
[Strutt, Samuel?], A Philosophical Enquiry into the Physical Spring of Human Action, and the Immediate Cause of Thinking (1732). 
Further Reading
MacDonald, Paul S., History of the Concept of Mind. Speculations about Soul, Mind and Spirit from Homer to Hume (Aldershot, 2003).
Mintz, Samuel, The Hunting of Leviathan: Seventeenth-Century Reactions to the Materialism and Moral Philosophy of Thomas Hobbes (Cambridge, 1962).

Schwartz, A. Truman and McEvoy, John G. (eds), Motion Toward Perfection: The Achievement of Joseph Priestley (Boston, 1990).
Spragens, Thomas, Jr., The Politics of Motion. The World of Thomas Hobbes (Lexington, Kentucky, 1973).
Tapper, Alan, ‘Reid and Priestley on Method and the Mind’, in John Haldane and Stephen Read (eds), The Philosophy of Thomas Reid (Oxford, 2003).
Yolton, John W., Thinking Matter. Materialism in Eighteenth-Century Britain (Oxford, 1983).
