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Eliminative Materialism and Folk Psychology.  Churchland, like the other thinkers we’ve read over the last few weeks, is a physicalist: he thinks that there is nothing in the world over and above physical states and processes.  But he suggests a stronger and in some ways more radical version of physicalism than we have seen before.  Churchland calls his program, not only physicalism or materialism, but eliminative materialism, ‘eliminative’ because he thinks that a scientific, materialist psychology will eliminate our ordinary, everyday ways of talking:

Eliminative materialism is the thesis that our common-sense conception of psychological phenomena constitutes a radically false theory, a theory so fundamentally defective that both the principles and the ontology of that theory will eventually be displaced, rather than smoothly reduced, by completed neuroscience.  (p. 568).

Churchland thinks that our ordinary beliefs about the mental amount to a theory of what is going on inside of us, and that they amount to a bad theory.  Neuroscience, he thinks, can show us that this theory is just false.  And as has happened again and again in the history of science, a bad, false theory will be eliminated in favor of a better, more accurate one.

Why should we think that our ordinary mental concepts and descriptions – what Churchland calls “folk psychology” – amount to a theory at all?  One reason is that it introduces various kinds of theoretical entities, things that have to exist for the theory to be true, such as “beliefs,” “fears,” “desires,” “perceptions,” etc.  (what Churchland calls the “propositional attitudes.”)  Within the theory, we can characterize these things in terms of their logical relations to each other (for instance, if I am afraid that p, then I will desire that p doesn’t take place).  This, as Churchland suggests, is analogous to the way we use concepts in a physical theory: we say that if a body has a particular mass, and is subject to a particular force, it will accelerate at a particular rate.  Like physical theory, we use the “theory” of folk psychology to explain and make predictions about behavior.  

But even if folk psychology is a theory, that doesn’t mean that it is a true theory.  There are lots of “folk theories” that turn out to be largely false.  Consider, for instance, folk physics.  If we just think intuitively, it seems that all bodies, when released, tend to go down.  If we have two bodies, one of which is heavier than the other, and we drop them simultaneously, which will land first?  Ordinary, commonsensical physics says that the heavier one will land first; but in fact this is false.  They land at exactly the same time.  In this case, folk physics is false, and we need a better theory.  Similarly, Churchland is suggesting, with the progress and development of neurophysiology, we will have to eliminate and abandon the ordinary theory of folk psychology, in favor of a better and more complete theory.

Elimination and the Progress of Science.  According to Churchland, folk psychology can and will be eliminated, because it fails to explain a great deal that we might be able to explain from the perspective of an improved, scientific psychology:

“As examples of central and important mental phenomena that remain largely or wholly mysterious within the framework of FP, consider the nature and dynamics of mental illness, the faculty of creative imagination, or the ground of intelligence differences between individuals.  Consider our utter ignorance of the nature and psychological functions of sleep, that curious state in which a third of one’s life is spent.  Reflect on the common ability to catch an outfield fly ball on the run, or hit a moving car with a snowball . . . On these and many other mental phenomena, FP sheds negligible light.” (p. 571)

What we gain from realizing that folk psychology is false, and replacing it with a better theory, would be much better predictions and explanations of behavior.  We would gain, as well, a theory that could be integrated in to the rest of our understanding of nature and the world, synthesizing our understanding of the human into it. 

Elimination and the Change of Languages.  To motivate the idea that this kind of elimination might occur, Churchland draws some other analogies of cases in which an older theory has been superseded by a newer one.  For instance, consider the supersession of alchemy by chemistry.  Alchemy described chemicals using particular terms: for instance, it described matter as “ensouled” by four “spirits” that it called “mercury,” “sulphur,” “yellow arsenic,” and “sal ammoniac.”  It described different kinds of chemicals and substances as combinations of these supposed four “souls.”  But later on, when it was discovered that matter is actually made of atoms and molecules, it turned out that this alchemical theory was just false.  It hen became necessary to reject, not only its predictions and descriptions, but even its basic terms. We needed a new language to describe the way that matter combines and interacts.  The language of alchemy was eliminated; in a similar way, Churchland suggests, the language of folk psychology will itself be eliminated, and replaced with new language drawn from neurophysiology.

When we get this new language, Churchland suggests, we will not simply see the categories of the old one as “functional” descriptions of underlying states.  Rather, we will see them as false and incorrect, and we will shift to a language that works better.  Then, Churchland suggests, we could radically expand the ability of our ordinary language to describe and refer to mental states, using the new language of neurophysiology:

“Old ways die hard, and in the absence of some practical necessity, they may not die at all.  Even so, it is not inconceivable that some segment of the population, or all of it, should become intimately familiar with the vocabulary required to characterize our kinematical states, learn the laws governing their interactions and behavioral projections, acquire a facility in their first-person ascription, and displace the use of FP altogether, even in the marketplace.)  (p. 577).

