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Neutral Monism

The Core Definition of Neutral Monism

Neutral Monism is a philosophical theory positing that the fundamental nature of reality is neither

mental nor physical, but rather composed of a single, "neutral" kind of stuff or substance. From this

unitary, neutral base, both what we perceive as mental phenomena (like thoughts, feelings, and

consciousness) and physical phenomena (like matter, energy, and the brain) are believed to arise

as different arrangements, organizations, or aspects. It offers a unique approach to the perennial

mind-body problem, seeking to dissolve the seemingly intractable divide between the subjective

world of experience and the objective world of physical objects. Instead of starting with two distinct

categories--mind and matter--and trying to reconcile them, Neutral Monism proposes a more

parsimonious ontological foundation, suggesting that these distinct categories are merely different

ways of organizing or experiencing the same underlying reality.

The key idea underpinning Neutral Monism is that the elemental constituents of the universe are

intrinsically neutral, meaning they do not possess an inherent mental or physical quality. These

neutral elements, sometimes referred to as "sensations" or "experiences" in a broad, pre-cognitive

sense, are the raw data of reality. When organized in one particular way, these neutral elements

constitute what we call "mind" or mental events; when organized in another way, they constitute

"matter" or physical events. For instance, a specific neural event in the brain, when viewed from an

external, objective perspective, is a physical phenomenon. However, the exact same event, when

experienced from within by the individual, gives rise to a subjective mental experience, such as a

thought or a sensation. Neutral Monism asserts that these are not two fundamentally different

kinds of things interacting, but rather two different perspectives or arrangements of the same

neutral constituents.

This perspective stands in stark contrast to traditional dualism, which posits that mind and matter

are fundamentally distinct and irreducible substances, and also differs from reductive physicalism

(which asserts that everything is ultimately physical) and idealism (which posits that everything is

ultimately mental). Neutral Monism attempts to bridge the gap by suggesting a more fundamental

reality that underlies both, thereby avoiding the difficulties associated with explaining how two

utterly different substances (mind and matter) could interact, as well as the challenges of reducing

one to the other without losing essential aspects of reality. It proposes that the world we perceive

as divided into mental and physical domains is, at its most basic level, a unified continuum of

neutral events.

Historical Context and Development

The roots of Neutral Monism can be traced back to the early 20th century, emerging as a

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neutral_monism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mind%E2%80%93body_problem
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dualism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Physicalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Idealism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monism
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=11693
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


NEUTRAL MONISM 3

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

significant philosophical response to the prevailing mind-body problem and the challenges of

reconciling scientific discoveries with subjective experience. While elements of similar ideas can be

found in earlier thinkers like Baruch Spinoza, the modern articulation of Neutral Monism is most

prominently associated with two key figures: the British philosopher, logician, and social critic

Bertrand Russell, and the American philosopher and political scientist Arthur F. Bentley. Their work

provided a robust framework for understanding how a single, neutral reality could give rise to both

mental and physical phenomena, marking a pivotal moment in the philosophy of mind.

Bertrand Russell, in his seminal work The Analysis of Mind (1921), significantly developed and

popularized the concept of Neutral Monism. Russell argued that the ultimate constituents of the

universe are not inherently mental or physical, but are "events" or "sensations" that can be

grouped and organized in different ways to form either mind or matter. He proposed that what we

call "mind" consists of specific arrangements of these events (e.g., thoughts, perceptions,

memories), while "matter" consists of other arrangements of the same fundamental events (e.g.,

atoms, physical objects). For Russell, the distinction between mental and physical was not one of

substance but of arrangement and context. He sought to create a philosophical system that was

compatible with emerging scientific understanding, particularly physics and psychology, by positing

a single, unified type of existence from which both could be derived.

Following Russell, Arthur F. Bentley further refined and extended the theory, particularly in his

collaborative work with John Dewey, Knowing and the Known (1949). Bentley emphasized a more

naturalistic and empirical approach to Neutral Monism, focusing on the dynamic processes of

experience and knowing. He viewed mind and matter as functional distinctions arising from the

continuous interaction of an organism with its environment, rather than fixed, fundamental

substances. Bentley's contribution pushed Neutral Monism towards a more pragmatic and

behavioral interpretation, suggesting that mental and physical are labels we apply to different

phases or perspectives within a continuous flow of activity. His work helped to ground the abstract

concepts of Neutral Monism in concrete observations of human behavior and scientific inquiry,

reinforcing the idea that the universe is composed of processes and interactions that are neither

exclusively mental nor physical at their core.

Core Tenets of Neutral Monism

The fundamental principles of Neutral Monism offer a distinctive framework for understanding the

nature of reality, diverging significantly from both dualistic and reductive monistic perspectives.

These tenets are designed to resolve the traditional mind-body problem by proposing a more

parsimonious and integrated view of existence. At its heart, the theory posits a single, foundational

reality from which all observed phenomena emerge, challenging entrenched assumptions about

the inherent nature of consciousness and physical existence.
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The Universe is Composed of One Fundamental, Neutral Substance: The primary tenet of

Neutral Monism is that reality, at its most elemental level, consists of a single kind of "stuff" or

fundamental elements that are neither inherently mental nor physical. These basic constituents,

often referred to as "events," "sensations," or "raw experiences," are considered neutral because

they lack the intrinsic qualities we typically associate with either mind (e.g., intentionality,

subjectivity) or matter (e.g., extension, solidity). This foundational substance serves as the

common ground from which all other distinctions subsequently arise, offering a unified ontological

base for the entire universe.

Mental and Physical Phenomena are Different Arrangements or Organizations of this

Neutral Substance: Building upon the first tenet, Neutral Monists argue that what we categorize

as "mental" and "physical" are merely different configurations, organizations, or patterns of these

same underlying neutral elements. For instance, when these neutral elements are arranged in a

specific way, particularly within a complex organism like a human being, they constitute a "mind" or

a mental event, exhibiting properties like thought, perception, and emotion. Conversely, when

these same neutral elements are organized in other ways, such as in the structure of a brain, a

rock, or a star, they constitute "matter" or physical phenomena, characterized by properties like

mass, location, and motion. The distinction, therefore, is not one of fundamental substance but

rather of perspective, context, and structural organization.

Consciousness and Other Forms of Mental Experience Emerge from Specific Interactions or

Organizations of these Neutral Elements: A crucial implication of Neutral Monism is its

explanation for the emergence of consciousness and other complex mental experiences. The

theory suggests that these phenomena are not the product of a distinct non-physical mind

interacting with a physical brain, nor are they simply reducible to physical brain states. Instead,

consciousness is understood as an emergent property or a particular organization of the neutral

elements when they achieve a certain level of complexity and interaction. This means that

subjective experience, qualia, and self-awareness are intricate patterns formed by the same basic

neutral constituents that also make up the physical world, thereby providing a coherent account

that avoids both mystical explanations and overly simplistic reductions.

Arguments For and Against Neutral Monism

The philosophical community has engaged in extensive debate regarding the merits and

shortcomings of Neutral Monism. Proponents often highlight its elegant solution to the perennial

mind-body problem, while critics raise questions about the explanatory power and empirical

verifiability of its core assertions. Understanding these arguments is crucial for appreciating the

nuanced position Neutral Monism occupies within contemporary philosophy of mind and

metaphysics.
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Arguments in favor of Neutral Monism typically emphasize its ability to offer a unified worldview. It

elegantly sidesteps the intractable difficulties faced by Cartesian dualism, which struggles to

explain how two fundamentally different substances--an immaterial mind and an extended physical

body--can causally interact. By positing a single, neutral fundamental substance, Neutral Monism

eliminates the interaction problem altogether, as mental and physical events are merely different

manifestations or arrangements of the same underlying stuff. Furthermore, it avoids the

eliminativist tendencies of some forms of physicalism that attempt to reduce mental phenomena

entirely to physical ones, often at the cost of denying the reality of subjective experience. Neutral

Monism acknowledges the distinct phenomenal character of mental events while grounding them

in the same reality as physical events, thus offering a more holistic and less reductionist account of

consciousness and perception. Proponents also suggest that it aligns well with certain

interpretations of quantum physics, where the distinction between observer and observed, or

between mental and physical, becomes blurred at fundamental levels.

Conversely, critics of Neutral Monism raise several significant objections. One common critique

revolves around the inherent vagueness of the "neutral stuff" itself. If this fundamental substance is

neither mental nor physical, then what exactly is it? Detractors argue that defining this neutral base

often involves either resorting to negative characterizations (what it is not) or positing an entity that

is difficult to conceptualize without inadvertently imbuing it with mental or physical properties. This

lack of a clear, positive characterization can make the theory seem abstract and difficult to grasp.

Another major challenge is the explanatory gap: even if we accept a neutral base, how precisely do

specific arrangements of this neutral stuff give rise to the distinct qualities of subjective experience

(qualia) on one hand, and the objective, measurable properties of matter on the other? Critics

contend that Neutral Monism may simply push the mind-body problem down to a more

fundamental level without truly solving it, merely replacing the interaction problem with a

"constitution problem"--how mind and matter are constituted from the neutral elements. They also

question the empirical testability of the theory, suggesting that its claims about a pre-mental, pre-

physical reality are difficult, if not impossible, to verify through scientific investigation.

A Practical Example: The Act of Seeing a Red Apple

To illustrate the principles of Neutral Monism, consider the everyday experience of seeing a red

apple. From a conventional perspective, this involves a physical object (the apple), physical light

waves reflecting from it, a physical eye and brain processing these signals, and then a distinct

mental experience (the subjective perception of "redness" and "apple-ness") occurring in your

mind. Neutral Monism offers an alternative, unified explanation for this seemingly dualistic process,

integrating the physical and mental aspects into a single, continuous series of neutral events.

The "how-to" of applying Neutral Monism to this scenario begins by positing that the ultimate

constituents involved are not inherently mental or physical, but neutral "sense-data" or "events."

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neutral_monism
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=11693
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


NEUTRAL MONISM 6

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

When light reflects off the apple, these are neutral events. When these light-waves interact with the

photoreceptors in your eye, this is another set of neutral events. The neural impulses traveling

through your optic nerve and into your visual cortex are also, fundamentally, sequences of neutral

events. From an external, scientific perspective, we describe these as physical processes:

photons, electrochemical signals, neuronal firings. However, Neutral Monism contends that these

are simply one way of organizing and observing the underlying neutral reality.

Simultaneously, when these neural events reach a certain level of complexity and organization

within your brain, they also constitute the subjective experience of seeing a red apple. The

conscious perception of the apple's shape, its texture, and particularly the distinct quality of its

"redness"--these are also arrangements of the very same neutral events, but organized and

experienced from an internal, subjective perspective. Neutral Monism therefore avoids saying that

your brain *causes* your mind to see red, or that your mind *interprets* brain activity. Instead, it

suggests that the physical neural activity and the mental experience of seeing red are two different

ways of grouping or experiencing the identical underlying neutral events. The "redness" you

perceive is not a quality added by an immaterial mind, nor is it merely a physical wavelength; it is

an aspect of the neutral event-stream, organized in a way that constitutes both a physical brain

state and a subjective phenomenal experience.

Significance and Impact

The profound significance of Neutral Monism lies in its ambitious attempt to reframe the

foundational questions of existence, particularly concerning the relationship between mind and

matter. By proposing a single, unifying substance that is neither mental nor physical, it offers a

distinct philosophical pathway that avoids the pitfalls of both traditional dualism and reductive

materialism or idealism. This theoretical elegance makes it a compelling candidate for resolving the

mind-body problem, a challenge that has persisted throughout philosophical history and continues

to animate contemporary debates in philosophy of mind. Its impact is felt not only in abstract

metaphysical discussions but also in how we conceptualize fields like psychology, neuroscience,

and epistemology.

For the field of psychology, Neutral Monism provides a philosophical underpinning that can bridge

the gap between objective behavioral studies and subjective phenomenological experiences. If

mental states and brain states are merely different organizations of the same neutral elements,

then the study of the brain (neuroscience) and the study of behavior and inner experience

(psychology) are not investigating fundamentally different kinds of things, but rather different

aspects or organizations of a unified reality. This perspective can foster interdisciplinary

collaboration, suggesting that insights from one domain can directly inform the other without

requiring complex explanatory bridges for interaction between disparate substances. It allows for

the full reality of consciousness and subjective experience to be acknowledged without resorting to

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Neutral_monism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mind%E2%80%93body_problem
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philosophy_of_mind
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consciousness
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=11693
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


NEUTRAL MONISM 7

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

non-physical entities, providing a coherent framework for understanding the emergence of mental

phenomena from complex physical systems.

Beyond academic discussions, the principles of Neutral Monism have broader implications. In

epistemology, it suggests that knowledge acquisition, whether through sensory perception or

abstract thought, ultimately relies on processing these neutral events. This could influence theories

of perception and reality construction. In a broader sense, it offers a philosophical lens through

which to view complex systems, suggesting that seemingly distinct emergent properties (like life

from non-life, or consciousness from neural activity) are not miraculous leaps but rather complex

reorganizations of underlying, undifferentiated constituents. This holistic approach can inform

thinking in areas such as artificial intelligence, where the goal is often to create systems that exhibit

intelligent or conscious behavior from simpler, non-conscious components. By postulating a single,

continuous reality, Neutral Monism encourages a unified scientific and philosophical approach to

understanding the universe and our place within it.

Connections and Relations to Other Concepts

Neutral Monism, as a distinctive position in metaphysics and the philosophy of mind, is best

understood in relation to other major theories that attempt to explain the nature of reality and the

relationship between mind and body. It stands as an alternative to several long-standing

philosophical traditions, borrowing elements from some while fundamentally distinguishing itself

from others. Its unique strength lies in its attempt to synthesize disparate views into a cohesive

whole.

One of the primary concepts Neutral Monism relates to is monism itself, which is the philosophical

view that a variety of existing things can be explained in terms of a single reality or substance.

Within monism, Neutral Monism differentiates itself from physicalism (also known as materialism),

which asserts that everything that exists is ultimately physical, including mental states. While

physicalism attempts to reduce mental phenomena to physical ones, Neutral Monism posits a

fundamental reality that precedes the mental-physical distinction, thus avoiding such a reduction.

Similarly, it differs from idealism, which holds that reality is fundamentally mental or

consciousness-dependent. Neutral Monism does not reduce everything to mind; rather, it sees

both mind and matter emerging from a neutral ground. It also stands in direct opposition to

dualism, which maintains that mind and matter are two fundamentally distinct kinds of reality, such

as substance dualism (e.g., Descartes) or property dualism (where mental and physical properties

are distinct even if they apply to the same substance). Neutral Monism seeks to overcome the

interaction problem inherent in dualism by positing a single kind of underlying stuff.

The broader category of philosophy of mind is where Neutral Monism primarily resides, as it

directly addresses the mind-body problem. Within this field, it connects with concepts such as
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panpsychism, which suggests that consciousness or mind-like properties are fundamental and

pervasive throughout the universe, even in elementary particles. While Neutral Monism does not

necessarily assert that every particle has a mind, it does suggest that the neutral "stuff" from which

mind emerges is foundational, creating a conceptual overlap where the line between the basic

constituents and their emergent mental properties is subtly drawn. Furthermore, it touches upon

theories of emergentism, where complex properties arise from simpler ones, but with the unique

twist that the emergent mental and physical properties are both derived from a common neutral

source, rather than one from the other. Its exploration of how raw "sensations" or "events"

constitute both mental and physical realities also connects it deeply with epistemology, particularly

theories of perception and the nature of empirical knowledge, as it redefines the very elements of

experience from which knowledge is built.

Current State of the Debate and Modern Perspectives

The debate surrounding Neutral Monism remains active and nuanced in contemporary philosophy

of mind and metaphysics, though it rarely holds the dominant position it once did during its early

20th-century resurgence. While many philosophers today lean towards various forms of

physicalism or property dualism, Neutral Monism continues to be explored as a viable and

intellectually compelling alternative, particularly for those dissatisfied with the explanatory

limitations of other theories regarding the mind-body problem. Its enduring appeal often stems from

its promise to provide a unified account of reality that respects both the subjective nature of

consciousness and the objective descriptions of science, without reducing one to the other.

Modern proponents of Neutral Monism often seek to refine the theory by addressing historical

criticisms, particularly the vagueness surrounding the "neutral stuff." Some contemporary

interpretations draw parallels with information theory, suggesting that the fundamental neutral

elements could be understood as pure information or patterns, from which both physical structures

and mental experiences are derived. Others explore its compatibility with certain interpretations of

quantum mechanics, where observer and observed are deeply entangled, and the ultimate nature

of reality appears to transcend classical distinctions between matter and mind. This approach

seeks to provide a more rigorous and scientifically informed basis for the neutral elements, moving

beyond the more introspective or phenomenalist interpretations of early proponents like Bertrand

Russell. The integration of advancements in neuroscience and computational science also offers

new avenues for exploring how complex organizations of neutral events could give rise to

conscious experience.

However, skepticism towards Neutral Monism persists. Critics continue to challenge its explanatory

power, often arguing that while it might offer a framework, it struggles to provide detailed

mechanisms for how mind and matter actually emerge from the neutral base. The "hard problem of

consciousness"--explaining why physical processes give rise to subjective experience--remains a
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formidable obstacle for all theories, and some argue that Neutral Monism simply rephrases the

problem without truly solving it. Furthermore, the lack of a clear empirical pathway to test its core

hypothesis remains a significant hurdle. Despite these challenges, Neutral Monism continues to be

a fertile ground for philosophical inquiry, stimulating ongoing discussions about the fundamental

nature of reality and urging a more integrated perspective that transcends traditional conceptual

divides. Its continued relevance lies in its persistent challenge to our most basic assumptions about

what constitutes the universe and our place within it.
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