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Physicalism

● Physicalism is currently a dominant position in
metaphysics and philosophy of mind.

● Roughly speaking, physicalism is the view that all
nonphysical entities ontologically depend on/ are
grounded in/arise out of physical entities.



Two Questions on Physicalism

1) What are physical entities?
2) What is the relationship between physical

entities and others?
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Supervenience

● The basic doctrine of physicalism is popularly
expressed as a supervenience formulation:

● [Supervenience] If two systems are physically
indiscernible, then necessarily they are
indiscernible in all respects.
● Supervenience as ontological determination
● Supervenience with metaphysical necessity
● Individual supervenience vs. global supervenience



 

● It is nearly a consensus that supervenience is a
necessary condition for physicalism (Chalmers
1996; Jackson 1998; Kim 1998; Witmer 2001;
Wilson 2005).
● Philosophers disagree over whether supervenience is
sufficient for the characterization of physicalism.

 



 

“Mind-body supervenience can usefully be thought
of as defining minimal physicalism—that is, it is a
shared minimum commitment of all positions that
are properly called physicalist, though it may not be
all that physicalism requires.” (Jaegwon Kim,
Physicalism, or Something Near Enough, p. 13)
 



 

● Why do many philosophers regard supervenience
as a minimal requirement for physicalism?

● Because they believe that ontological dependence
requires ontological determination (some of them
even equate dependence with determination).



 

“It is customary to associate supervenience with the
idea of dependence or determination: if the mental
supervenes on the physical, the mental is dependent
on the physical, or the physical determines the
mental, roughly in the sense that the mental nature
of a thing is entirely fixed by its physical natures.”
(Jaegwon Kim, Mind in a Physical World, p. 11)



 

“Suppose P didn’t suffice for M. That is, suppose it
is possible for it to be true that P, while not true that
M. Then something in addition to the fact that P is
needed to make it true that M, in which case, surely,
the fact that M is something over and above the fact
that P.” (Gene Witmer, “Sufficiency Claims and
Physicalism”, p. 58)



The Main Thesis

● In this talk, I aim to show that supervenience is
not necessary for physicalism—in other words,
ontological dependence does not require
ontological determination.

● My arguments will largely draw on a parallel
between ontological dependence and causal
dependence.

● My formulation of physicalism can accommodate
the metaphysical possibility of zombies.

 
 
 



The Myth of Supervenience

● Because almost all physicalists believe that the
truth of supervenience is a necessary condition for
physicalism, they also believe—and want to
believe—that it is in fact true.

● But this looks like wishful thinking!
 



The Zombie Problem

● We are unjustified in accepting mental-physical
supervenience.

● To put it in a more vivid way, the metaphysical
possibility of zombies—creatures who are
physically indistinguishable from us but lack
consciousness—is not ruled out.

● The conceivability of zombies is irrelevant.
 



 

● It is difficult to show, even in a rough outline,
how consciousness (say) supervenes on physical
entities with metaphysical necessity.

● By contrast, we are justified in believing, for
example, that it is metaphysically necessary that
water = H2O.

 



1) (Conceptual Analysis) Water is the tasteless,
colorless liquid filling the lakes and oceans on earth;

2) (Metaphysical Principle) The essence/identity of
such objects is determined by its microphysical
composition;

3) (Empirical Discovery) The microphysical
composition of the liquid is H2O;

4) (Linguistic Thesis) ‘Water’ and ‘H2O’ are two rigid
designators;

5) (Conclusion) Therefore, it is metaphysically
necessary that water = H2O.



 

● To argue for mental-physical supervenience, we
can at most accomplish three relevant steps:
Conceptual Analysis, Empirical Discovery, and
Linguistic Thesis.

● It remains a mystery why in every possible world
in which the totality of the physical facts obtains,
facts about consciousness should remain the
same.



 

● In the water case, the metaphysical principle
regarding essence/identity is widely accepted and
generally applicable.

● In the supervenience case, however, we fail to
find any independently plausible principles
regarding essence, identity, necessity, and so on
that could bridge the gap between the mental and
the physical (unless one question-beggingly
appeals to supervenience).



 

● If physicalism is built on the shaky base of
supervenience, physicalism is nothing more than a
dogma.

● But if we can develop a plausible account of
physicalism that doesn’t require supervenience,
the possibility of zombies would pose no
challenge to physicalism—and this is a significant
theoretical advantage of my approach.

 



Ontological vs. Causal Dependence

1) While ontological dependence is a “vertical”
relation—in the sense that the depended is more
fundamental than the depending—causal
dependence is a “horizontal” relation.

2) While ontological dependence is primarily a
synchronic relation, causal dependence is
typically a diachronic relation.



 
● A “horizontal” constraint on physicalism:

● [Causal Completeness of Physics] Every physical
effect has a sufficient physical cause—that is to say,
it has a full rather than partial physical cause.

● For present purposes, the notion of cause is used
in a broad sense, including not only triggering
causes, but also background conditions that are
causally responsible for the effects.
● Laws of nature are a significant component of

background causal conditions.



 

● It is important to note that A’s being the sufficient
or full cause of B doesn’t imply that the causal
relation between A and B is deterministic.

● Even though B is caused by A alone (at time t), it
could be the case that A doesn’t determine or
necessitate the occurrence of B at t, if the causal
laws are irreducibly probabilistic.



 

● In the early modern times, most philosophers not
only believe that the world is actually
deterministic, but also hold a deterministic
conception of causation:
● If A is really the full cause of B, then B could not

have failed to occur given the presence of A (with the
laws of nature included).



 
● However, this view of causation is overly limited

and hopelessly outdated. A conception of
causation should allow that there is causation in
an indeterministic world.

● In contemporary metaphysics and philosophy of
science, almost everyone agrees that causation is
compatible with indeterminism, regardless of
which particular theory of causation she may hold
(counterfactualism, interventionism, regularity
theories, or physical process accounts).



Physicalism without Causal
Determinism

● For physicalist purposes, it is irrelevant whether
every physical event is causally determined by
previous physical facts; what matters here is
whether every physical event causally depends on
completely physical factors.



 

● Since causal dependence doesn’t require causal
determination, ontological dependence shouldn’t
require ontological determination either.

● The difference between “verticality” and
“horizontality”, or between synchronicity and
diachronicity, seems to be irrelevant to whether
determination is necessary for dependence.

 



A Putative Disanalogy

“The facts that ground a given fact ensure that it
obtains as a matter of metaphysical necessity. This is
one respect in which the grounding relation differs from
the causal relation. There is a difference between the
materialist who holds that facts about phenomenal
consciousness are grounded in (and hence necessitated
by) the neurophysiological facts directly, and the dualist
who think that facts about the brain cause conscious
states according to contingent causal laws.” (Gideon
Rosen, “Metaphysical Dependence”, p. 118)



Rosen’s Two Assumptions (1)

● First, Rosen seems to understand ontological
dependence on the model of individual
supervenience.

● If so, consciousness will be instantiated in every
possible world in which an individual’s
neurophysiological properties are also
instantiated, even in possible worlds in which the
physical laws are different.



Rosen’s Two Assumptions (2)

● Second, Rosen adopts a narrow notion of cause,
according to which causes do not include the laws
of nature.

● Because the laws of nature are contingent, the
effect is not metaphysically necessitated by the
cause understood narrowly.

● That is, the effect won’t occur in some possible
worlds in which the laws of nature are different
(even though the cause in a narrow sense occurs).



 

● If causal dependence by nature lacks
metaphysical necessity, then it is a trivial truth
that causal dependence doesn’t require
determination or necessitation.

● It would be improper to use indeterministic causal
dependence as an analogy to defend
indeterministic ontological dependence.

 



 

● However, Rosen’s two assumptions are
problematic.

● On closer examination, we will find that causal
determination and ontological determination have
the same degree of modal force.

 



 

● It is widely held that consciousness is not
necessitated by an individual’s neurophysiological
states alone.

● Rather, consciousness is supposed to supervene on
the global physical facts.
● Consciousness would occur in every possible world in

which the global physical facts (including the physical
laws) remain the same.

 



 
● If the grounding bases are understood broadly

including laws of nature, the causal bases should
also be understood in a similarly broad sense—
otherwise there would be a double standard.

● Supposing that causal laws are deterministic (as
opposed to probabilistic), the effects would be
necessitated by the causes understood broadly.
● The actual effect would occur in every possible world

in which all the causal conditions (including the laws
of nature) remain the same.



An Argument by Analogy

1) There is no disanalogy between causal and
ontological dependence as far as metaphysical
necessity is concerned.

2) Although the causes could necessitate the
effects, metaphysical necessity is not required
for the very existence of causal dependence.

3) Therefore, we should conclude that necessity is
not necessary for ontological dependence either.



Indeterministic Physicalism vs.
Deterministic Anti-physicalism

● My position is different from some anti-physicalist
theories that also deny mental-physical
supervenience (such as David Chalmers’ property
dualism).

● On my account, the reason why mental-physical
supervenience fails is that mental-physical
ontological dependence is indeterministic, but not
that the mental is independent of the physical.



Thank You


