
Introduction: An overview of realistic empiricism

Introduction

Realistic empiricism is a view of science and philosophy that got its start in
the work of Ernst Mach, William James, and Bertrand Russell. The view is
also known as neutral monism, radical empiricism, or empirio-criticism.
These three authors, for all their differences, share a common historical
and conceptual framework, which justifies treating their views as part of
the same movement, as I will show in the first three chapters of the book.
In the second part, I will redevelop the view for application to contempor-
ary problems. In the present introduction, I will characterize the main
ideas of realistic empiricism before entering onto the detailed history of its
development and my own additions.

The original authors: Mach, James, and Russell

Ernst Mach (1838–1916) was an Austrian physicist and philosopher who
worked in Graz, Prague, and Vienna during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. He is known in physics for his critique of Newtonian
absolute space, the principle of inertia, and the mechanical world view,
critiques which influenced Einstein, Heisenberg, and many other scientists
of the following generation. These criticisms can be found sharply articu-
lated in his History and Root of the Principle of the Conservation of Energy
(1872/1910) and his The Science of Mechanics (1883/1960). As is well known,
Mach was skeptical of atoms for most of his career and was one of the last
scientists to convert to the atomic theory around 1903 (Blackmore 1992,
Banks 2003, pp. 12–14).
Mach was also a pioneer in the area of psychophysics, the scientific

measurement of sensations, presenting his results in the Analysis of Sensa-
tions in 1886. It appears that this double professional competence in physics
and psychology pushed him to develop a monistic, umbrella framework for
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the natural sciences capable of handling human experience and physics
under one roof. In accord with this view, Mach stripped down empirical
theories into what he called “elements,” ordered in spare functions or
causal–functional connections of various sorts. Within this framework,
sensations were taken to be as real as physical events involving bodies and
forces. Others, such as the English mathematician W. K. Clifford and the
philosopher Richard Avenarius, were developing similar monist views at
the time (see Banks 2003, ch. 9).

In philosophy, Mach is best known for influencing the logical positivists
Philipp Frank, Moritz Schlick, Rudolf Carnap, Otto Neurath, and Hans
Reichenbach. As I have argued elsewhere (Banks 2003, pp. 9–16 and 2013a)
I feel this link is tenuous because Mach’s views were much more realistic
than is commonly realized. In addition, the logical positivists were pre-
occupied with second-order questions about logico-linguistic frameworks,
analytic versus synthetic truths, and the role of a priori knowledge, which
only began to surface after the rise to prominence of modern logic,
questions that are alien, and in some ways even antithetical, to Mach’s
realistic first-order project to reform physics, as Paul Feyerabend pointed
out (1970, 1984).

William James (1842–1910) was an American psychologist and philoso-
pher, the author of the famous textbook The Principles of Psychology and
one of the founding American pragmatists. James and Mach knew each
other through their common interest in the sensations of movement and
they met personally in 1883 in Prague to exchange ideas. Around the turn
of the century, James outlined a view he called “radical empiricism” that
owes a great deal to Mach’s Analysis of Sensations. James also worked out
his own direct realist theory of perception, which we will examine in this
book, and which turns out, I believe, to have much in common with the
empirical realism of Kant (see Banks 2013b).

Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) was the great English philosopher and
logician who, with Alfred North Whitehead, placed logic on a firm basis
with Principia Mathematica and who, with G. E. Moore and Gottlob
Frege, founded what we now call analytic philosophy. After his work in
“On Denoting” and Principia, Russell continued to develop, turning
increasingly to questions in the foundations of science and psychology.
Russell knew the views of Mach and James very well, and referred to them
under the name of “neutral monism,” a term he coined in a series of
articles for the Monist in 1913. Russell began as a skeptic but later
converted to the view himself in an essay called “On Propositions” in
1919. In Russell’s subsequent works, the Analysis of Mind (1921) and the
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Analysis of Matter (1927), he further developed neutral monism in a realistic
direction, adopting what he called “event particulars” as the basic happen-
ings in nature, encompassing both sensations and physical events. Russell’s
neutral monism is perhaps the best-known development of what I call the
realistic empiricist view, although it is often misread as a form of phenom-
enalism; and it is often assumed that Russell only held the view for a short
time, from around 1919 to 1927, even though Russell strongly denied this
(Eames 1967), and recent scholarship bears him out (in particular
Lockwood 1981 and Tully 1993). This language about a neutral monist
‘movement’ inaugurated by Mach stems from Russell himself (Russell
1921, p. 16).
As we shall see, each thinker contributed something unique to the

movement, which we miss by treating them in isolation. A unified treat-
ment can show where the movement was headed, and a contemporary
update of the position can show how it is useful today. There are, I believe,
two important problems in contemporary philosophy where realistic
empiricism is relevant: the question of how human sensations relate to
physical processes in the brain, and the question of how to construct
extended objects and regions from elementary events in the philosophy
of physics. These are the subjects of Chapters 5 and 6.

Relation to traditional empiricism and logical positivism

Empiricism is often parodied as the view that “If you can’t observe it, it
doesn’t exist,” or that entities not observable in principle are to be
expunged from science. The focus is on the sensations of a human
observer, or on interactions between an object and a measuring device.
This sort of classroom empiricism can be a useful fiction to motivate
debate about what is really observed in a certain experiment. These
questions can then be used as an entering wedge to introduce more
fundamental ideas. In truth, however, empiricism covers a very broad
spectrum of views, from the nominalism of William of Ockham to British
empiricism, to logical positivism, to W. V. Quine and Bas van Fraassen.
Each incarnation is worthy of study, and, as recent scholarship demon-
strates, there are often surprises behind the historical stereotypes (on logical
positivism, see especially Stadler 1997/2001, Friedman 1999, Uebel 2007,
Richardson and Uebel 2007, Banks 2013a). I will not seek to compare and
contrast all of these varieties of empiricism in this book, or try to define
empiricism in general. Nor will I deal with every author and movement
that might be brought into consideration, such as Clifford, Avenarius, the
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American Realists, and other figures. I will characterize only what I call the
realistic empiricist movement from Mach to Russell (from about 1872 to
1927) and distinguish it from other views only when I think significant
differences with traditional empiricism should be pointed out. Some of
these differences are so great, however, that they should be stated
immediately:

1. Traditional empiricism emphasizes a class of observed events and
privileges these events over others. Realistic empiricism gradually
broadens the area of interest to include all events or interactions in
nature so long as they are causally continuous with observation. But it
does not insist on a fundamental distinction between observed and
unobserved events. Nor does it insist on a fundamental order of
experienced givens, from which to logically construct the unobserved
external world. The neutral elements of realistic empiricism are real
natural events expressing dynamical force in causal relations to each
other, not passive sense data, or loosely associated Humean impres-
sions. Realistic empiricism thus broadens the traditional empiricist
category of object and observer interaction, and extends it to the rest
of nature, while keeping the continuous causal link to human obser-
vation which is empiricism’s great strength.

2. Realistic empiricism is not a second-order study of the methods,
language, or structure of what “science says.” It does not offer models
of explanation, canons of methodology, or a rational reconstruction of
theories and methods in use in science. Instead, we get a first-order
theory of real events and causal–functional connections, an ontology
of the world that is intended to frame a program for designing specific
empiricist theories in science that can then be tested.

3. Realistic empiricism is a theory of the empirical content of a science,
based on its austere element-and-function ontology. It is not a theory
of a priori structural or linguistic frameworks. The view has little to say
about the abstract conceptual framework of science, which is unques-
tionably part of the enterprise, but which I think belongs within the
study of the formal sciences, not empiricism per se. Mach and James
avoided the linguistic turn by pre-dating it, and Russell, it seems, had
wearied of linguistic analysis by the time of his neutral monist period,
when he was headed in a naturalistic direction.

4. Realistic empiricism proposes a working “umbrella theory” of the
sciences, or a theory schema for constructing empirical theories in
physics and perceptual psychology. This theory schema is an engine of
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analysis for eliminating extraneous content, or mental imagery, from
science and predicts the general form of empirical theories, just as
specific theories predict data. The theory schema is a naturalistic
philosophy continuous with science, but at the general, metascientific,
level of theory design, and does not pronounce on specific empirical
questions, or claim to be a first philosophy. Any value for the schema
has to come through the specific theories it predicts.

There are three crucial historical stages in which realistic empiricism
advances beyond traditional empiricism: (1) Mach’s broadening of sensa-
tion to the notion of the neutral element which is also something physical
(Chapters 1 and 2); (2) James’s push beyond restricted empiricist episte-
mology to a directly realistic perception of mind-external objects (Chapter 3);
and (3) Russell’s adoption of neutral event particulars as a common basis
for constructing physical space-time and sensory manifolds in psychology
(Chapter 4).

Neutral elementary events

Realistic empiricists hold that the natural world is made up of individual-
ized events embedded in real causal–functional relations to each other.
These events and causal–functional relations are what really exist, and the
rest (objects, extended bodies, fields, space-time, brains, and minds) are
constructed out of them. These events are called “elements” by Mach,
“event particulars” by Russell, and “pure experiences” by James. I will use
the terms “elementary event” or “element” to cover them all.
Elementary events constantly change and are immediately replaced by

others, so we must distinguish them from enduring objects, element-types,
or properties. For example, one can call “John’s stroll” different every time
he takes it, or one can describe “John’s stroll” as a repeating type of event
that takes place every morning at 9 a.m. Elementary events are absolutely
unique and non-repeating. Mach famously said that “nature has but an
individual existence” (1883/1960, p. 580). For the realistic empiricist, as for
the traditional empiricist, existence is always of particular matters of fact,
and whatever exists at all does so as a concrete particular event, nature
being just the sum total of these events and particular causal relations
between them.
I think that events in realistic empiricism are further to be understood as

the manifestations of dynamical powers and I think all three original
authors do actually make some commitment to this view that events are
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caused by powers. This is most clearly stated by Mach, whose elements
were akin to the manifestations of “potential differences” or forces in
physics (see Mach 1883/1960, pp. 598–599 and Banks 2003, chs. 3, 7, 9).
But Russell, too, speaks about his event particulars as the disembodied
“interactions” or “effects” of objects and observers on each other (Russell
1921, pp. 101–102), and James talks about the “energetic” relations between
his elements of pure experience, including mental events and “mental
work” which he sees as no different from physical work or energy (James
1977, pp. 181, 289). Mach, James, and Russell thus made it very clear in
their writings that elementary events are dynamical and forceful, or that
these events are the manifested effects of causal powers of some sort. In
realistic empiricism, nothing simply happens; every concrete particular
event in nature happens because something makes it happen—or prevents
it from happening. Events are always the concrete “token” manifestations
of powers, including powers that completely block or equilibrate each
other, seemingly leading to no effect at all, as in seemingly stable objects
or force-free trajectories.

Since this theory is not about the linguistic meaning of the term
“event,” we need not accept that everything a philosopher might call an
event really is one; nor do naturalists need to canvass all of the possibilities
for what the word “event” might mean to a philosopher of language or an
analytic metaphysician reconstructing linguistic usage. The natural-
language description of events and powers and manifestations is usually
superficial and must be broken down until the real natural powers mani-
festing in the event are identified, in the potentials and forces of the
physical world, as Mach suggested. Indeed, I believe we can eventually
drop the talk of “powers” and “manifestations” and speak directly about
individualized physical potentials and manifestations of force in Chapter 6.

Finally, in realistic empiricism, powers are directly manifested in events
by their concrete qualities, or what Mach actually calls ‘physical’ qualities
(1905/1976, p. 15). Every natural event exhibits these qualities, or what
Russell calls the “intrinsic character” of matter. These qualities are not
mental, nor are they an extension of mentality to the rest of the universe, as
in panpsychism. Qualities are simply the concrete empirical manifestations
of powers in events, observed or not, that occur around us all the time.
They are not restricted exclusively to the qualities of our sensations, which
are very special and complexly configured natural events in the human
brain. This idea, that mind-independent qualities occur in physical events,
which seems so strange at first, can actually be found throughout much of
the history of philosophy, even in such hard-nosed works as Moritz
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Schlick’s Allgemeine Erkenntnislehre (1925/1985, p. 284),1 Herbert Feigl’s
essay The “Mental” and the “Physical” (1958), and in contemporary phil-
osophy of mind (Maxwell 1978, Lockwood 1989, Unger 1999, Chalmers
1996, 2002, Stoljar 2001, Rosenberg 2004, Banks 2003, 2010, and many
others).
As Russell held, these manifested qualities serve to identify individual

events. Elementary events are identified one by one, as particulars, and do
not require further anchors, whether objects, properties, or universals, for
their identity conditions (Russell 1947/1997). In Chapter 6, I will recon-
struct these events and qualities using Grassmann’s point-algebra, where
the events are treated as points and the various qualities are like “spokes”
sticking out of the point in a variety of directions, representing interactions
from each possible causal point of view one can take on the event (see
Figure 0.1).
Realistic empiricism is thus a kind of physicalism, with a description of

natural events in terms of powers, manifestations, and concrete qualities,
completely continuous with natural science. Within this enhanced view of
the physical world, realistic empiricists offer a solution to the problem of
how the realm of human experience (colors, pains, sounds) relates to
physics. Russell called his view “neutral monism” meaning that neutral
elementary events should be taken neither exclusively as mental nor as
physical, at least not in the customary sense of the “physical,” which

1 In the quoted passage Schlick admits an array of natural qualities associated with individual events,
but he says they are of no interest to science, which concentrates on the formal structure of events
and not on individual events themselves, of which he thinks we can have no knowledge. He then
adopts the view that phenomenal qualities are only met with in human observation and are therefore
epistemologically privileged, in apparent contradiction to what he has said before. I do not seek to
unravel this knot, but I think it shows that Mach’s neutral view of sensations and physical events has
already been lost. Schlick does not even see it as a possibility.

P

Fig 0.1 A physical point-event and its individual qualities
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excludes psychology. Mach stated this clearly in a well-known passage
from his Analysis of Sensations:

It is only in their functional dependence that the elements are sensations. In
another functional relation they are at the same time physical objects. We
only use the additional term “sensations” to describe the elements because
most people are more familiar with the elements in question as sensations.
(Mach 1886/1959, p. 16)

Similar quotes can be found heading up James’s radical empiricist essays and
Russell’s Analysis of Mind (see Banks 2003, chs. 7, 9). According to Mach,
who made the initial breakthrough, the same event in the brain (s/e) can be
considered a mental event (s), by associating it functionally with memories,
mental images, trains of association, and other psychological variations, but
it can also be considered a physical event (e) by relating it to physical
objects by physical laws, such as those of brain physiology (see Figure 0.2).

Just as there is no inner dualism in the elements themselves, there is no
dualism of functions or variations either. Even the terms “psychological”
and “physical” only refer to provisional differences in the variations which
happen to fall under different departments of study. For example, the
sensation of a freely falling red ball may participate in the following
variations

(M) All strong red sensations x are followed by green after-images y

which may be of more interest to those studying the human nervous
system, than another variation

(P) All physical objects x freely fall in the visual field at 9.8 m/s2

which is explained by the physics of free fall, and not at all by the
organization of the sense organs and the brain. A sensation (s/e), however,
can be substituted for x in both orders indifferently and it obeys both
kinds of variations. What we explore in science and philosophy, therefore,

s

s

s

s

s/e

e

e

e

e

Fig 0.2 Sensations and elements
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according to Mach, is events that belong to the whole unified fabric of
experience-reality and not just one department of it. We can thus call the
elements and variations “natural” or we can even call them all “physical,”
in anticipation of some future science of what the physical world really
encompasses: sensations and physical events in one realm. So, unless I am
specifically separating psychology from physics, I will use the term “phys-
ical” in this broader sense of a physics which includes psychology. Russell
also does this quite often, as we shall see below.

The conscious ego

Mach and James both emphasized the fact that the red patch of a sensation
does not get the quality of being red from an act of awareness or repre-
sentation by the conscious mind. The red patch is also red in its purely
physical variations, which do not involve the psychological variations of
memory, attention, perception, and so forth. The red patch is a physical
event in the human nervous system, and would remain red even if the
patch were not being attended to consciously. For Mach and James, the
conscious ego is regarded as a second-order “functional” connection
among sensations, mental images, feelings, and other phenomena, and
has no independent existence as a substance or stage or embedding
circumambient medium, required for these other items to exist. For Mach
and James, what we seem to be aware of in the unity of consciousness and
its many acts is simply the unity of the many different functions carried
out in our nervous systems, the composite result of levels of unconscious
processing (see especially Ratliff 1965 and Banks 2001), and not some kind
of mental theatre in which the contents achieve consciousness simply by
being viewed by the internal spectator. Instead, what happens is that
already-present contents become conscious by being functionally related
to other contents such as mental images in functions of memory, time and
space perception, judgment, and imagination. Or as Mach puts it in
Knowledge and Error:

Consciousness is not a special mental quality or class of qualities different
from physical ones; nor is it a special quality that would have to be added to
physical ones to make the unconscious conscious . . . A single sensation is
neither conscious nor unconscious: it becomes conscious by being ranged
among the experiences of the present. (Mach 1905/1976, pp. 31–32)

Hence the ego delimiting mental from physical events simply does not
exist, beyond a collection of functions ultimately realized in the
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physiological activity of the brain. As Mach provocatively put it, “the ego
cannot be saved” (Das Ich ist unrettbar).

I suppose this is a major difference between realistic empiricism
and many contemporary views of consciousness, including phenomeno-
logical views that derive from Franz Brentano (see Smith 1994, Harman
1990). James and Mach were both very harsh critics of Brentano’s notion
of the “intentional inexistence” of objects embedded in consciousness.
Russell was only able to become a neutral monist in the style of Mach
and James when he gave up on the idea that there had to be a funda-
mental, irreducible relation of acquaintance between a mind on one
hand and its contents on the other (Russell 1959/1997, pp. 134–135).
Once Russell realized such an act was neither necessary, nor introspect-
ively observable, he abandoned it, although as we will see in Chapter 4,
the issue is complicated by Russell’s theory of knowledge, which
remained a kind of representative theory of mental images unlike the
naturalistic causal theory of “knowledge and error” held by Mach
and James.

Functions and causal–functional dependence

Mach and James both strongly emphasized the fact that the causal–
functional relations between the elements were as real as the elements
themselves. The most basic sort of link is the causal relation between
a particular token event and another particular token event. If we think
of events as empirical manifestations of powers, as I suggest we should,
it is natural that these power manifestations will affect and constrain
each other and that this interplay is what is manifested in their causal
relations to each other. So what we end up with is an interconnected
causal mesh of events related to one another in real complexes, not
isolated atomic occurrences associated with one another loosely or sub-
jectively, as in the traditional British empiricism of Locke, Berkeley,
and Hume.

Mach, James, and Russell all held this kind of dynamical view of their
elements and, consequently, they also asserted some kind of explicit
principle by which the elements are bound to each other in causal
relations, or “causal laws” as Russell says. Mach asserted a general principle
of the “functional, reciprocal dependence of elements on each other”
(1872/1910, pp. 69–71; 1883/1960, p. 604) and James even defined his
radical empiricism as entailing a belief in real, particular relations between
events:
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