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Abstract It is widely noted that physicalism, taken as the doctrine that the world contains 

just what physics says it contains, faces a dilemma which, some like Tim Crane and D.H. 
Mellor have argued, shows that "physicalism is the wrong answer to an essentially trivial 

question". I argue that both problematic horns of this dilemma drop out if one takes 

physicalism not to be a doctrine of the kind that might be true, false, or trivial, but instead 
an attitude or oath one takes to formulate one's ontology solely according to the current 

posits of physics. 

Keywords Physicalism • Hempels dilemma 

Introduction 

This paper will discuss formulations of what is arguably an orthodox position amongst 
analytic philosophers, physicalism. However, we might begin by noting an interesting 
sociological feature of this orthodoxy - namely, that very few of those philosophers who 
call themselves 'physicalists' spend any time worrying about what physicists are actually 
up to, catching up on the latest versions of string theory or cosmology. Interestingly, this 
does not seem to worry anyone, though it is not obvious why. After all, it is natural to think 
that physicalism is a view with normative implications, one that implies a set of ontological 
commitments that one ought to hold given that one endorses this position. Being a 

physicalist entails roughly that one ought to have one's ontological commitments deter- 
mined by the discoveries of physics. In this respect, the view is similar to a theistic view 

regarding one's moral obligations. But how peculiar it would be if analogously, one were 
to consider oneself a theist, in particular one who believes that what one ought to do and 
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believe is determined by God's commandments, and yet one spent no time thinking about 
what God expected of one. One might start to question whether one was indeed a theist in 
this sense if one intentionally remained wholly ignorant regarding God's expectations. 

On the other hand, perhaps physicalism is not like theism. Perhaps it is quite easy to be a 

physicalist. Being one may just entail that were one to intend to start forming determinate 

opinions regarding the fundamental nature of all that exists in our world, it would be to the 
physics books one would turn, and were one approached in a bookstore and asked how to 
learn the basic structure of the world, one would be disposed to point to the section 

containing those great popularizations of physics, by the current physics community's 
Brian Greenes or Steven Weinbergs. 

However, there is a caveat to this preliminary characterization of physicalism. And this 
is what makes it hard to be a physicalist today. At the present time, physics is not able to 

provide a complete account of all phenomena. There are leftover problems that physicists 
like to talk about, for example, the fact that there appear to be unreconciled inconsistencies 
between the two big brand name theories of physics: quantum mechanics and general 
relativity. And there are those problems that physicists tend to leave for us nonphysicists to 

worry about, such as what is the nature of consciousness and other aspects of mentality, 
and how a story told completely in terms of physical particles and fields could enable 

anyone to learn anything whatsoever about the nature of consciousness. In a nutshell, to get 
to the issue of the current paper, the problem for the physicalist is the following: she or he 
does believe that the fundamental nature of reality will be revealed by a physical theory, 
including all of the facts about consciousness and the messy business of reconciling 
quantum mechanics with general relativity. And yet, importantly, the physicalist wants to 

distinguish her position from that of her historical rival, the dualist who believes that there 
are basic, fundamentally mental entities so that even a complete story of the world told by 
Brian Greene or some other physicist, unless it appealed to basic mental phenomena, 
would have to be supplemented with an additional story which included mental phenomena 
as independent, basic entities. But, since the physicalist doesn't yet know what the com- 

plete story of physics will look like, one that would provide a physical account sufficient to 

explain all phenomena, it is hard to see how she can say enough about the way the world is 
to perspicuously distinguish her view from dualism. 

So, to formulate the problem more precisely, it is widely noted that physicalism, taken 
as the doctrine that the world contains just what physics says it contains, faces a dilemma. 
If physicalism is taken to be the view that the world is the way current physics says it is, 
then it is false since current physics is incomplete and at this time is probably not in a 

position to give us a complete explanation of all that exists. If, on the other hand, physics is 
taken to be the view that the world is the way a future, completed physics says it is, then the 
view is trivial, since in order to become complete, physics will of course expand as much 
as it has to in order cover all phenomena, even if this means in the end positing irreducible 
mental entities. Indeed, there is a further worry often voiced regarding definitions of 

physicalism in terms of a commitment to future, completed physics, namely that this would 
make physicalism vacuous, a doctrine lacking content. For since we cannot currently grasp 
what this future, completed physics will look like, a physicalist on this interpretation could 
not know what her theory committed her to. Jeffrey Poland describes this worry nicely: 

Since [scientific] theories are open and evolving, the concept of the physical is 
unstable and hence, not sufficiently well defined for the purpose of framing empirical 
or metaphysical theses. (2003, 33) 
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Some authors have taken this dilemma, that physicalism defined in terms of current physics 
is false and physicalism defined in terms of future, completed physics is trivial (or vacuous), to 
show that physicalism is a meaningless doctrine. As Tim Crane and Mellor colorfully put it, 
physicalism is "the wrong answer to an essentially trivial question" (1990, 206). 

My aim in this paper is, by taking this dilemma seriously, to argue for a particular 
understanding of physicalism that reasonably formulates the commitment to physics I 
framed above. What is interesting is that although the main problem in formulating 
physicalism has come to be called 'Hempel's Dilemma', the solution I will endorse is very 
similar to Hempel's own proposed solution (1966, 106). This solution was to deny that 

physicalism is best taken as an ontological doctrine which itself provides a truth-evaluable 

description of the way the world is in its entirety. As I will argue, instead we ought to 
construe physicalism as nothing more than an attitude, a commitment to form one's 

ontology according to whatever the physics of the day says exists. Taking physicalism to 
be nothing more than an attitude, or as I'll elaborate, commitment to an oath, will allow the 

physicalist to avoid both horns of Hempel's Dilemma, preserving an ontological com- 
mitment to physics while clearly distinguishing her view from that of rival dualist posi- 
tions. (I also endorse construing dualism as an attitude.) As I'll argue, none of the other 
more orthodox construals of physicalism are able to retain these essential features of an 

adequate formulation of physicalism: avoiding the dilemma, keeping a commitment to 

physics, and distinguishing the position from dualism. 
Before we get any further, it would be good to notice why one quick and yet common 

response to the dilemma is unsatisfactory. One way to try to get around Hempel's Dilemma 
that Frank Jackson proposes (1998, 7) and that David Lewis endorses is to define physi- 
calism as "the thesis that physics - something not too different from present-day physics, 
though presumably somewhat improved - is a comprehensive theory of the world, com- 

plete as well as correct" (Lewis, 1983, 34). The initial trouble with this proposal is that it 
itself falls victim to Hempel's Dilemma when we try to figure out what "somewhat 

improved physics" is supposed to be. Unless it is improved enough to be complete, a 

physicalism defined in terms of it is going to be false. But, since there is no clear proposal 
regarding what "somewhat improved physics" comes to, a physicalism defined in terms of 
it could plausibly include irreducible minds. But let us grant that perhaps Jackson and 
Lewis's proposal could survive this objection, that we can all agree a physics which 
included brute reference to mental entities would not be a physics only somewhat im- 

proved. Then there is still a deeper problem with the proposal, that it could be false even 

though plausibly physicalism is true. In one of her discussions of Hempel's Dilemma, 
Barbara Montero asks us to consider science's current state of information regarding the 
dark matter that takes up roughly 23 per cent of the universe (1999, 185). Now, although 
we cannot be certain today what the nature of this dark matter is, we can be sure of one 

thing: whatever types of entities physicists have to posit in order to explain the existence of 
dark matter, these new entities or properties will not be such as to undermine the truth of 

physicalism. Physicalism might be- false, but it will not be falsified on account of what 

physicists reveal to make up dark matter, even if these discoveries would force the physics 
of today to be far more than "somewhat" improved. What Montero' s thought experiment 
illustrates is that physicalism, whatever it comes to, cannot just be the thesis that some 

merely somewhat improved descendent of current physics is able to give a complete 
account of the world. Physicalism might be true despite the correct theory of the universe 

being radically different than current physics. 
Getting back to the attitudinal proposal I alluded to above, although related views have 

been endorsed by a few philosophers here and there, most notably Bas Van Fraassen, 
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Jeffrey Poland in his most recent work1, and perhaps Noam Chomsky, there is a good 
reason why Hempel's own suggestion to take physicalism as something less than a con- 
tentful ontological thesis has been thought by most philosophers to be a dead end option for 

formulating physicalism.2 That is, one might point out the following. In the distant or not- 
so-distant future, in order to give a complete account of the world, one that can in par- 
ticular fully ground the existence of consciousness, physicists might come to posit irre- 
ducible mentality within their own theories. But if this happens, then one who takes the 

physicalist attitude, i.e. one who just believes that the world contains whatever physics says 
it contains, will believe that the world contains fundamental mentality. In other words, if 
this happens, then the physicalist will have precisely the same ontological commitments as 
the dualist. So then, physicalism construed merely as an attitude to form one's ontological 
commitments according to the posits of physical theory is compatible with dualism, and so 

indistinguishable from dualism and hence trivial and a failure. After all, one of the core 
reasons for anyone's being a physicalist today is to distinguish one's own ontology from 
that of the dualist. 

Once I have spelled out a bit more clearly what it would take for physicalism to not be a 
failure and what precisely is involved in taking physicalism as an attitude, it will become 
easier to see why this argument fails. Indeed, even if it should turn out to be the case that 

physics in the not-so-distant future should turn out to posit irreducible consciousness, the 
attitude of physicalism will still be distinguishable from dualism, both in its identity and 
how it may be evaluated. 

The structure of the rest of this paper will be as follows. In the next section, I will 

expand on what are generally taken to be the three core features of physicalism and how 
these create a tension internal to various formulations of the position. In the following 
section, I consider attempts to maintain physicalism' s core ontological commitment to 

physics while avoiding either of the problematic consequences highlighted by Hempel's 
Dilemma. In the next section, I consider a progressively more common response to the 
dilemma which involves jettisoning the basic physicalist commitment to physics while 

trying to preserve the historical legacy of physicalism as a position opposed to versions of 
dualism. Finally, I consider in more detail the proposal to take physicalism as an attitude 
and outline the fallacy in the main argument against this construal. Along the way, I will 

argue that in addition to both preserving the core commitments we would like out of 

physicalism and avoiding the dilemma, construing physicalism as an attitude also allows 
the position to obtain empirical support. This should be appealing to the physicalist who is 
often criticized for upholding nothing more than a dogma. 

Three features of physicalism 

Historically, physicalism is taken to essentially be a position with three core features. 

1 Van Fraassen 2002; Chomsky 1968, 2000, 2003; Poland 2003. 
2 It is worth mentioning that the attitude I propose identifying physicalism with in this discussion is distinct 
from the attitude discussed by Hempel and Van Fraassen. Hempel's own proposal was to take physicalism as 
"an heuristic maxim... a principle for the guidance of research" (1966, 106). Van Fraassen 's proposal is 
similar. As we will see, I argue that physicalism is best taken not as an attitude regarding how one does 
research but rather how one forms one's ontological commitments. However, I take the present view to be 
similar to these predecessor views in that they all deny the first core feature of physicalism outlined 
below - that physicalism is an ontological thesis about what exists, rather than an attitude or commitment. 
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A. First, physicalism, like its predecessor, materialism, is intended to be a substantive 

metaphysical doctrine that makes a true and comprehensive claim about the types of 
entities that exist in the universe. For example, as David Papineau has strived to 

emphasize, "physicalism is an ontological, rather than a methodological position. It 
claims that everything is physically constituted, not that everything should be studied 

by the methods used in physical science" (2001, 3). 
B. In addition, physicalism is a position historically opposed to various versions of dualism. 

Any formulation of physicalism which has the consequence that Descartes is a physi- 
calist would be mistaken. Similarly any formulation which would count a more con- 

temporary property dualist such as David Chalmers as a physicalist would also be 
mistaken. Both Descartes and Chalmers are alike in believing that there are more entities 
than could be discovered by physics; Descartes with his belief in fundamentally mental 
substances and Chalmers with his belief in fundamentally mental properties.3 Any 
professed physicalist, if she wants to distinguish her position from any other, would want 
to distinguish her physicalism from the substance and property dualisms of Descartes or 
Chalmers. She should not now believe in fundamental mentality of any sort, be it the sui 

generis mental substances, spirits, or souls of a Cartesian dualism, the fundamental 

phenomenal properties or qualia of a property dualist, or irreducible intentional prop- 
erties (where something has an intentional property if it is about or represents some other 

thing). It is also arguable that a physicalist will not believe in irreducible subjectivity, or 
the basic existence of a first person perspective, in the sense of Nagel (1986). Subjectivity 
is another important aspect of mentality or consciousness that is standardly thought to 
threaten the tenability of a physicalist view. 
These considerations of course also entail that any formulation of physicalism which has 
the consequence that an idealist or panpsychist is a physicalist would also be mistaken.4 

Physicalists, unlike dualists, idealists, and panpsychists, will believe that mentality in all 
forms can be either eliminated or explained in terms of the properties of physics. 

C. Finally, physicalism is supposed to be a view grounded in a basic ontological com- 
mitment to physics. One who accepts physicalism is one who takes a certain kind of 

ontological oath which may be formulated as: 

(PC) I hereby swear to go in my ontology everywhere and only where physics leads me. 

It is only when these theses are combined that our dilemma arises. Below, I'll 
consider how we might avoid HempeFs dilemma by dropping one or more of these 
core features. However, it is worth briefly remarking that it is just as common for 

physicalists to formulate their position by preserving all three features and instead 

attempt to take the dilemma by one or the other of its horns. 

Taking the dilemma by its horns 

When it comes to trying to take the dilemma by its first horn, formulating physicalism in 
terms of a commitment to current physics, in some fascinating work, Andrew Melnyk has 

argued that we should understand physicalism in terms of current physics even if the 

3 As in Chalmers' 1996. Here, and in what follows. I will always use 'entity' as a blanket term referring to 

any kind of existents: substances, properties, events, and so on. 
4 I understand idealism as the view that all entities are fundamentally mental entities. I understand pan- 
psychism as the view that everything is conscious or possesses fundamental phenomenal properties 
(Chalmers, 1996, 153). 
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failings of current physics mentioned above entail that physicalism is false. We should 
treat physicalism just like we treat other, scientific hypotheses if we are scientific realists. 
We accept them so long as they are superior to all relevant rivals,5 and this acceptance may 
still be compatible with believing it is very likely that they are false. 

As much as this move is ingenious, it is not clear that the scientific precedent that 

Melnyk appeals to is there. To see this, it is necessary to distinguish different attitudes 
which scientists may take with respect to their theories. 

As a simple case, consider string theory. One can concede that it is possible for a string 
theorist to be relatively uncertain about the strict details of her view even though she is certain 
of a more general formulation of her theory such as that "the universe is composed at its most 
fundamental level of strings/ 

' Still is it likely that we would want to say that one who believes 
that string theory in both its general and specific versions is false is a "string theorist' ' ? While 
it is sensible for a string theorist to be one who may have a certain of level of uncertainty in her 

theory, it is not clear that one who believes resolutely that her theory in its general form is false 
would count as a string theorist any longer. But an analog of this is precisely what Melnyk 
suggests the physicalist's attitude to physicalism must be - they believe the theory is false. It 
is just not the case that the world is in its entirety the way current physics says it is. But then, 
Melnyk cannot defend this view by analogy with the attitude that scientists take toward their 
own theories. The analogy is simply not there.6 

Rather than taking on the first horn of the dilemma, a more common strategy is to try to 

grasp the second, making physicalism nontrivial by expressing it in terms of a commitment to 
future, to-be-completed physics. Barry Loewer provides a nice formulation here: physicalism 
claims that all facts obtain in virtue of the distribution of the fundamental entities and 

properties - whatever they turn out to be - of completed fundamental physics (2001, 37). 
Recall that this formulation is going to be trivial according to the dilemma since in order 

to become complete, physics will of course expand as much as it has to in order to become 

complete, even if this means positing irreducible mentality. To avoid triviality, one might 
try out the following strategy. Take 'physics' to mean a future theory which gives a 

complete account of all entities of a certain type X. Then physicalism is the view that the 
world contains just what a future theory which gives a complete account of all entities of 

type X says it contains. Now the trick is just to understand which entities fall under type X. 

Jeffrey Poland tried to develop an approach along these lines in his book, Physicalism. 
There he makes 'physics' precise in the following way: 

Physics is the branch of science concerned with identifying a basic class of objects 
and attributes and a class of principles that are sufficient for an account of space-time 
and of the composition, dynamics and interactions of all occupants of space-time. 
(1994, 124) 

Melnyk defines the crucial concept of a relevant rival in the following way. Hypothesis HI is a relevant 
rival to H2 if and only if (a) HI is sensibly intended to achieve a significant number of H2's theoretical 
goals; (b) the hypotheses, HI and H2, fail to supervene on one another; and (c) HI has actually been 
formulated (1997, 626). 
6 It is worth mentioning that more recently, Melnyk has provided a more nuanced account of how he sees 
physicalism, adding to this proposal a description of what he takes to be the "spirit of physicalism". 
Melnyk' s spirit of physicalism claims that "there is a basic science distinct from the bare conjunction of the 
other sciences" (2003, p. 15). Evaluating whether this spirit of physicalism comes closer to a more 
promising formulation of physicalism is beyond the scope of this paper, but it is worth mentioning that if we 
take 'basic science' to mean a science in terms of which I pledge to form my ontological commitments , then 
an endorsement of this spirit of physicalism comes very close to the attitude of physicalism I am interested 
in defending here (despite Melnyk's insistence that the "spirit" is cognitive, not attitudinal). 
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A physicalism defined in terms of this understanding of 'physics' will be the view that 
the world contains just what a future theory which gives a complete account of all basic 
entities says it contains. Even with this definition, however, it is hard to see how a 

physicalism defined in terms of this sense of physics could ever be refuted. After all, 
clearly, the true final theory will be whatever accounts for all the basic entities (i.e. those 
which are needed to account for all others). The appeal to space-time seems superfluous.7 

In a similar manner, Philip Pettit takes up the second horn of Hempel's dilemma by 
construing physics as a future theory which gives a complete account of the constituents of 
all entities. Pettit elaborates by offering four further claims that a physicalist will be 
committed to: 

1. There are microphysical entities. 
2. Microphysical entities constitute everything. 
3. There are microphysical regularities. 
4. Microphysical regularities govern everything. (1993, 214-16) 

Hence physicalism is the view that the world contains just what a theory which gives a 

complete account of the constituents of all entities says it contains. Unlike Poland's (1994) 
proposal, this formulation of physicalism is not trivial. The appeal to basic entities is now 

replaced by an appeal to the mereological notion of constituents. Physicalism in this sense 
is refuted if it turns out that there are fundamental properties of macroconstituents that 
cannot be described purely in terms of the properties of their microconstituents. Thus, 
Pettit seems to avoid being impaled on the second horn of the dilemma. There are still 
worries however. 

The primary problem with this solution is that, though it is not completely trivial, it does 
not succeed in distinguishing physicalism from dualism. Since it is possible that physicists 
will have to posit irreducible nonphysical properties of "the world's basic constituents" in 
order to complete their theories, physicalism on this construal is compatible with dualism. 
Indeed, if this epistemic possibility obtains, physicalism is dualism, for the final physical 
theory would then include reference to irreducible mental properties. 

A more pressing worry is that the view might be already refuted by nonlocality results in 

quantum mechanics. According to these results, it is simply not true to say that all facts about 
the state of a system depend on the state of its smallest microconstituents. Nonlocality entails 
that there are fundamental properties that are possessed by wholes constructed out of fun- 
damental microconstituents. If this is right, then Pettit's formulation of physicalism as the 
view that the world contains just what a theory which gives a complete account of the 
constituents of all entities says it contains, is false. This is because there are indeed some basic 

properties of wholes which are not able to be explained in terms of their constituents. 

Non-Mentalism 

So much for taking the dilemma by either of its horns. So far we have considered two 

strategies for trying to undermine Hempel's Dilemma. These formulations fail by way of 
either (a) being compatible with varieties of dualism which ought to be incompatible with 

physicalism or (b) being demonstrably false in light of the current state of physical theory. 

7 Poland (2003) has since rejected this approach to the dilemma, proposing that we take physicalism as a 
methodological position. I am much indebted to discussions with him which heavily influenced the 
development of my own proposal. 
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What proves problematic for physicalism is reconciling a no-limit ontological commitment 
to physics (current or future) with the fact that physicalism is meant to be a substantive 

ontological thesis with determinate rivals. Even if we set aside the falsity worry, the fact 
that physics itself does not have any a priori limitations in what it may posit leaves open 
the possibility that it might posit things that are unfriendly to physicalists vis-a-vis their 

competitors. 
In order to close off this possibility, some physicalists have argued in favor of dropping 

what I have called the no-limit ontological commitment to physics. Their attitude is: we 
believe what physicists say exist exists, just so long as they don't say that is what exists. 

Ultimately what this approach to the dilemma does is jettison the basic ontological 
commitment to physics in order to retain the thesis of physicalism as a view that is 

incompatible with traditional rival theses such as dualism by building a priori metaphysical 
commitments into the view. Physicalism as the thesis that the world in its totality is the way 
physics says it is is replaced with physicalism as the thesis that every entity is a physical 
entity, where we are supposed to be able to get some kind of grasp on what physical entities 
are like without having to wait for the end of physics. 

Ned Markosian is one philosopher who has taken this strategy in order to avoid 

Hempel's Dilemma. He defines 'physical' in such a way that physical objects are all and 

only those that have spatial locations (2000). Then he is able to take physicalism to be the 
view that all objects are physical objects; in other words, the view that all objects have 

spatial locations. If physicalism is construed this way, Hempel's dilemma cannot arise. If 
one's definition of 'physicalism' (or 'physical') makes no reference to physics, then the 

question of whether one has in mind current or future physics does not come up. The 

problem with Markosian' s strategy of course is that this kind of physicalism is compatible 
with the existence of irreducible mental properties. It can be the case that every object is 

spatially located (so Markosian' s definition of 'physicalism' is satisfied) and yet these 

spatially located objects instantiate basic mental properties (entailing property dualism). 
Indeed this formulation of physicalism would make it compatible with a substance dualism 

according to which mental substances had spatial locations. 
A popular recent strategy, proposed to ensure that physicalism is incompatible with 

dualism, is the so-called via negativa defended most prominently by David Papineau.8 To 
avoid triviality, Papineau simply defines 'physical' as non-mental. Physicalism is the view 
that the world contains what the final, completed non-mental story says it contains. Non- 
mentalism avoids triviality since this view will be false if the world turns out to include 
irreducible mental entities. To clarify the proposal a bit, non-mentalism is not elimina- 
tivism about mental phenomena. The non-mentalist may believe in the existence of 

intentionality and phenomenal consciousness, though this is not strictly required by the 
view. However, insofar as intentionality and phenomenal consciousness exist, they will be 
considered explainable completely in terms of non-mental phenomena and hence not 
fundamental features of the world. 

As the via negativa is a purely negative thesis, saying what the world doesn't contain 

(irreducibly mental entities) rather than what it does contain, a physicalist under this construal 
incurs no obligation to have his or her ontology conform to the ontology of physics either in its 
current form, or in any other later, more fully developed form, in virtue of being a physicalist. 
According to this formulation, a physicalist may perfectly well hold an ontology that consists 

entirely of rocks or think that the world just is one enormous rock, so long as rocks lack basic 

8 The view also has defenders in Spurrett and Papineau 1999 and Montero and Papineau 2005, for example. 
A more sophisticated version is defended in Crook and Gillett 2001 and Wilson forthcoming. 

£} Springer 

This content downloaded from 159.242.130.119 on Wed, 6 Aug 2014 06:02:19 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Philos Stud (2008) 138:1-15 9 

mental features. She need not base her ontology on physics to be a physicalist, so long as she 
does not include in her ontology any irreducible mental entities. 

There is something peculiar about Papineau's proposal, namely the clear sense in which 
it involves a historical regression. Historically, physicalism served as a successor to the 
materialism that preceded it.9 Materialists thought that everything was fundamentally 
material, distinguishing their view from the dualism of Descartes and the idealism of 

Berkeley. Material entities, following Locke, were understood as those bearing the primary 
qualities of solidity, extension, shape, motion or rest, and number (Locke, 1979, II.viii.9). 
But, after Maxwell's theory of electromagnetic fields and quantum theory showed that 
there wasn't really anything having the nature associated with matter, materialism was 

replaced with physicalism, the core idea of physicalism being that whatever physical 
science says the world contains, that is just what it contains. Physicalism took over the 

reigns from materialism because philosophers wanted a positive ontological theory despite 
the fact that they could not be sure what kind of entities physicists would in the end posit in 
their theories. Therefore, it was best to hand over the ontological authority to the physicists 
and not enforce any a priori constraints on what type of entities they may sensibly say the 
world contains. By removing the link between physics and physicalism, we are taking a 

step backward. It seems that if one is physicalist, then one ought to form one's ontology 
according to the way physics says the world is or at least according to the way one believes 

physics will eventually describe the world as being. Accordingly, there is something right 
about Melnyk's proposal to take physicalism to be the doctrine that the world is the way 
current physics say it is. For at least Melnyk's physicalist will have the sort of ontological 
commitments we expect from a physicalist. She will have ontological commitments ex- 
hausted by those entities that current physics says exist. 

Physicalism as an attitude 

Ontology 

The solution I propose we adopt here shares this virtue with Melnyk's theory. For on this 

view, a physicalist will have the same set of ontological commitments as Melnyk's 
physicalist. She believes the world is the way physics says it is. However, to better 
accommodate this core feature of physicalism without entailing as on Melnyk's proposal 
that physicalism is clearly false, I propose that we formulate physicalism as an attitude 
rather than an ontological thesis which is truth- (or falsity-) evaluable. Physicalism is an 
attitude one takes to form one's ontology completely and solely according to what physics 
says exists.10 It is a commitment to the physicalist oath mentioned above: 

(PC) I hereby swear to go in my ontology everywhere and only where physics leads 
me." 

9 
Though it should be mentioned that for one reason or another, some physicalists have chosen to refer to 

their position as 'materialism', most notably David Lewis. 
10 I do not intend here to rule out various versions of nonreductive physicalism, those views according to 
which one's ontological commitments track those entities that physics says exists and all other entities or 
properties which bear some sufficiently tight metaphysical relation (such as supervenience, realization, or 
constitution) to those that physics says exist. More on this below. 
1 ! The notion of an oath might be a bit misleading here. I do not mean to suggest that noone who has not 
stood up and taken this oath is a physicalist. Indeed, the taking of the oath may be something implicit in 
one's having the right sort of intentions, namely to adjust one's beliefs in light of the discoveries of whatever 
is the current physics. 
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This view has the virtue of avoiding both horns of Hempel's dilemma. Although it does 
understand 'physics' as current physics, it avoids both horns since by giving up status as a 
doctrine, the view cannot be false or trivial; attitudes are not properly evaluable as true, 
false, or trivial.12 

Finally, insofar as it gets the ontological commitments of the physicalist right, this view 

regarding what physicalism amounts to has an advantage over non-mentalist proposals 
which do not require that the physicalist' s ontological commitments be at all constrained 

by physical theory. 

Empirical support 

Another virtue of this proposal is that under an attitudinal interpretation, physicalism is a 
view with empirical support, while under most standard truth-evaluable interpretations, it 
lacks such support. Every explanatory success of physics supports the attitude of taking 
physics as a guide to one's ontological commitments insofar as it supports those com- 
mitments themselves. 

It is not the case that the non-mentalist approach is similarly empirically supported. 
First, as anyone would concede, there is no entailment from current empirical evidence to 
the claim that the world has no fundamentally mental features. Just because so far physics 
has not appealed to basic mental explanations, the non-existence of fundamental mentality 
is still consistent with our evidence. However, Papineau suggests that his non-mentalist 
formulation of physicalism may obtain inductive support from empirical evidence. He and 
Montero claim that "certain kinds of empirical research have so far failed to uncover 
evidence of sui generis mental causes. On the basis of this failure ... via scientific 
induction, [we infer] that most likely there are no such sui generis mental causes" (2005, 
235). Is it so clear though that a non-mentalist physicalist thesis is indeed able to garner 
such inductive support? There is one sense in which empirical research may support 
something in the ballpark of non-mentalism. Since physicists haven't appealed to basic 
mental entities in order to give an explanation for past phenomena, it is likely that for some 
other phenomenon P, that they will also not have to appeal to mental phenomena to explain 
it. 

However, this hardly provides inductive empirical support for the thesis of physicalism 
defended by Papineau. For this is the claim that the world in its entirety contains just what 
the final, completed non-mental story says it contains. But do we have any inductive 
evidence supporting any claim about what an account of the world in its entirety will look 
like? Is it the case that every time one has provided a complete account of the world in its 

entirety, one has not had to appeal to mental phenomena? Of course not, for the simple 
reason that no one has yet provided a complete account of the world in its entirety. I do not 
claim that the fact that Papineau's proposed construal of physicalism fails to be supported 
by either deductive or inductive empirical evidence renders his proposal wholly inade- 

quate. After all, it is able to avoid Hempel's Dilemma and provide a formulation distinct 
from dualism. However, insofar as the attitudinal formulation of physicalism is by contrast 

empirically well supported, this gives us a good reason to prefer it to Papineau's proposal. 

12 There might be a question here about what counts as "current physics". Here I follow Melnyk in 

identifying it with "those theories that are the object of consensus among current physicists (so not all 
theories that are merely being proposed or discussed... will count); and ... in practice we can discover which 
theories these are by examining the contents of physics textbooks that are widely used in undergraduate and 

graduate teaching" (2003, 15). 
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One might object that the attitude of physicalism can itself be no more supported than 
non-mentalism. For, consider again the proposed constitutive physicalist commitment: 

(PC) I hereby swear to go in my ontology everywhere and only where physics leads me. 

One might grant that the ' 
'everywhere" part of the resulting attitude may get empirical 

support from past successes of physics. However, it is difficult to see how the "only where" 

part gets its support. For what empirical support is there for the attitude to not form one's 

ontological commitments beyond what is determined by physics? To respond to this 

objection, it would be necessary to look at all of the other methods one might use in forming 
one's beliefs. One wouldn't need to show that these other methods fail to produce lots of true 
beliefs. However, one would need to show that they fail to uniformly enable one to form true 
beliefs about what are the more fundamental existents. Insofar as physics provides empiri- 
cally supported claims about the internal mechanisms of what we experience, we are, on the 
other hand, justified in forming beliefs about what is fundamental using its deliverances. I 
won't try to show this is the case here, but at least it is possible to get a picture of how empirical 
support for physicalism might go, promoting physicalism beyond the status of a mere dogma. 

A family of oaths 

Before moving on to discuss critiques of the interpretation of physicalism I am offering, it 

might help to note that the physicalist oath I have been discussing up until now is really 
only one of a family of different oaths that might properly be described as 'physicalist'. I 
have focused on the simple (PC), however, one might relax one's physicalist attitude 

considerably by instead adopting a commitment to believe not just in those entities 

explicitly mentioned in current physical theory, but also those entities which bear some 

sufficiently tight metaphysical relation to those mentioned in current physics. One way of 

doing this would involve invoking the composition relation resulting in the following oath: 

(PC) I hereby swear to believe in the existence of all and only those entities posited 
by current physics and those entities composed of the entities of current physics. 

This oath is surely more cumbersome than the simpler (PC). However, I see no reason to 
think that one who takes (PC) is any less of a physicalist than one who takes the more austere 
(PC). Indeed (PC) seems to me more likely the attitude of many physicalists, in particular 
those who believe not only in electrons and quarks and the other entities of current physics, 
but those who in addition believe in rocks and chairs and other macroscopic entities which 
seem uncontentiously to be composed out of things like electrons and quarks. 

Of course, there are other, similar oaths that might constitute one's physicalist attitude. 
These may be formulated by replacing the reference to the composition relation in (PC) 
with reference to some other metaphysical relation. For instance, one might replace 
'composed of with 'constituted by', 'logically supervenient on', or 'realized by'. Taking 
these related oaths may also be sufficient to count one as a physicalist while allowing one 
to believe in tables and chairs in addition to electrons and quarks. Although, I have my 
doubts that all of these alternative oaths generate legitimately physicalist commitments, I 
will not argue this matter one way or another here. 

An argument against taking physicalism as an attitude 

Let's now finally return to the argument considered above against construing physicalism 
merely as an attitude. What will happen if it turns out that physics, in order to provide a 
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complete account of the world, itself incorporates basic mental entities into its theories? 
Should this possibility be actual, when this occurs, the physicalist will have the same 

ontological commitments of some dualists. Doesn't this show that physicalism, if it is 
construed merely as an attitude, cannot be distinguished from dualism? 

One way of responding to such a scenario is to deny the presupposition of the objection 
that this would be a case in which "non-physical" entities would be incorporated into the 

physical theory. So, one might want to try to extend the following sort of claim of Noam 

Chomsky's and argue that in this scenario, the physicalist could not have dualist onto- 

logical commitments since whatever sort of entities get incorporated into physical theory 
are ipso facto physical. As Chomsky argues: 

The concept of physical explanation will no doubt be extended to incorporate 
whatever is discovered in this domain, exactly as it was extended to accommodate 

gravitational and electromagnetic forces... and numerous other entities and processes 
that would have offended the common sense of earlier generations. (1968, 83-84). 

Whatever we want to say about the flexibility of our concept of the physical however, the 

point still remains that in the scenario under consideration, physicalists, under the attitudinal 

interpretation, will believe in the existence of irreducible mental entities. Moreover, one 

might think that precisely what the case shows is that since our concept of the physical is so 
malleable and can be adjusted according to whatever physicists might at one time or another 
believe in, the attitudinal interpretation is unhelpful for framing a version of physicalism that 
will distinguish what the physicalist believes in from what the dualist believes in. 

The problem is to explain two important intuitions we have about the case. First, it looks 
as if since the physicalist and the dualist share the same ontological commitments in the 

imagined scenario, the views are indistinguishable. It will not help to merely be told that 
mental entities and whatever else physicists may incorporate into their theories will, at the 
time of incorporation, be thought to be physical. We want to know how, if that should 
occur, physicalism could be distinguished from its historical rival, dualism. Second, there 
is a very compelling intuition that should physicists eventually incorporate basic mental 
entities into their theories, this would show not that as Chomsky suggests, the concept of 
the physical will be extended to accommodate then, but instead that this would show that 

physicalism was wrong. A proper defense of the attitudinal formulation of physicalism 
must explain these intuitions. 

To see this, let's consider in more detail the situation that is supposed to be most 

problematic for the attitudinal formulation of physicalism. Imagine it is the year 3000 AD 
and physicists have been forced to introduce irreducible mental entities into their theory. In 
this case, indeed the ontological commitments of the physicalist will include irreducible 

mentality. Moreover, it might be the case that the 3000 AD physicalist will have the same 

ontological commitments as a 3000 AD dualist. However this does not entail that really on 
the attitudinal construal, physicalism cannot be distinguished from dualism. First, it is 

important to note that on this construal physicalism is not to be identified with a particular 
set of ontological commitments, but an attitude. Since the physicalist attitude does 
determine distinct ontological commitments at different times, it is distinct from a dualism 
which requires one to form one's ontological commitments in a way that diverges from the 
mere commitment to the physicalist oath.13 All of this is consistent with at one particular 

I won't offer an official characterization of the dualist attitude here, but a tentative characterization would 
define the dualist as one who takes an oath to believe in all of the entities of current physical theory and 
those she has reason to believe in on the basis of her own introspective faculties. 

£) Springer 

This content downloaded from 159.242.130.119 on Wed, 6 Aug 2014 06:02:19 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Philos Stud (2008) 138:1-15 13 

time, for example 3000 AD, the physicalist and the dualist exhibiting overlapping onto- 

logical commitments. 
Moreover, it is easy to explain what we most want to say about this situation: that 

physicalism has been shown to be wrong in some important sense. The worry with taking 
physicalism to be consistent with the positing by physicists of just about anything 
(including mental entities) is that it appears to leave the physicalist with no way of being 
wrong. But this criticism is not correct. For if the situation described above should occur, it 
would indeed be fair to criticize the physicalist.14 Look, one could say, the dualist has 
believed in these irreducible phenomenal entities all along. You, the physicalist, had to 
wait all of this time, until 3000 AD when physicists finally posited them to build irre- 
ducible mental entities into your set of ontological commitments. But instead, if you had 
taken the dualist attitude, then you could have had this more correct set of ontological 
commitments for so much longer, from all of that time ago when you first intro spected. So, 
even on this view, the physicalist attitude has a very straightforward way of being criti- 
cized in 3000 AD, namely, for tying the physicalist to ontological commitments over 
earlier times that were less accurate than those of the dualist. 

Thus, the present proposal is able to preserve what in fact are the two most important 
core features of physicalism. First, on this construal, physicalism is clearly distinct from 
dualism. It implies different ontological commitments over time than those of the dualist, 
and even at those times at which the ontological commitments coincide with those of the 
dualist, the views may be distinguished in virtue of distinct evaluations that they may 
warrant. And second, unlike the various metaphysical proposals including the via negativa, 
in denying that being a physicalist is constituted by adopting a particular metaphysical 
thesis, these philosophers are able to follow the physicists where their best theories lead. 
This makes sense for a view called 'physicalism'.1 

5 

In conclusion, what I hope will be taken from this discussion is the sense that although 
Hempers Dilemma does raise a problem for physicalism as it is commonly interpreted in 

pointing to a tension between the core features of physicalism, it does not show that 

"physicalism is the wrong answer to an essentially trivial question", as Crane and Mellor 
tried to argued (1990). Physicalism is not best taken as an answer at all. Rather it is a 
sensible and well-supported attitude one may take in formulating one's ontological com- 
mitments. 

Does physicalism need to be true (or false)? 

One might worry that this proposal is unsatisfactory since what was really needed out of 

physicalism was a theory that can be evaluated as true or false. One might ask at this point, 
what happened to the mind-body problem? Is physicalism not supposed to be one answer 
to the problem of what is the relationship between the mind and the body (or brain)? Or at 
least an answer to the contemporary analog of the mind-body problem, what is the rela- 

tionship that mental properties bear to physical properties? But how can physicalism be an 

14 Though not for having a false theory. As already noted, such criticism would involve a category mistake. 
15 There seems to be a feeling expressed by those like Crook and Gillett, that such a non-truth-conducive 
formulation of physicalism is a critique of physicalism as opposed to a reformulation (2001, 357 esp.). 
However, I do not mean here to be critiquing physicalism but revising it in light of Hempel's Dilemma; I 
would argue the same is true of Poland and van Fraassen, (see the latter' s 2002, 59-60). As the present 
proposal preserves two of the three core features of physicalism, as does the nonmentalist's proposal, I find it 
hard to see why my proposal cannot be an alternative formulation of physicalism as legitimate as the others. 
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answer when it is not something that can be right or wrong? In response, it might be helpful 
to note that just because according to this construal physicalism is not capable of being 
either true or false, this does not mean it cannot be evaluated at all. That attitudinal 

physicalism is capable of evaluation is illustrated best by considering how a commitment 
to physicalism or one of its rivals might play into a more narrow philosophical debate. For 

example, consider the task of trying to solve the so-called hard problem of consciousness: 
why are brain processes accompanied by an experienced inner life (Chalmers, 1996, xii)? 
Whether one adopts a physicalist attitude or an attitude of some other dualist sort will 
determine what type of approach one takes in trying to solve the hard problem. For 

example, a physicalist might look to higher order theories of consciousness which explain 
the experiences which accompany brain processes in terms of some kind of higher order 

monitoring that is already thought to be less problematic to understand in terms of physical 
theory.16 On the other hand, one who takes a dualist, as opposed to physicalist, attitude will 
be more likely to claim that the hard problem is best solved by an appeal to irreducibly 
phenomenal entities which cannot be explained in terms of physical theory. Insofar as one 
evaluates various theories of higher order monitoring vis-a-vis theories in terms of irre- 
ducible phenomenal entities, one is thereby evaluating the attitude of physicalism. If 
adopting the physicalist attitude enables one to develop more promising philosophical 
theories than adopting some other attitude, then this is a virtue of physicalism. 

Final thoughts 

One might ask at this point, is there not some kind of inconsistency in the foregoing 
discussion? I have claimed that many of us are physicalists and I have argued that the best, 
indeed the only nontrivial and historically sensible way in which to construe physicalism is 
as an attitude one takes to form one's ontological commitments solely according to what 
physics says the world contains. To be a physicalist is to follow the physicalist oath. But 
how then can most of us claim to be physicalists since as I started this paper by noting, 
most of us know very little about what physics says the world contains? Does this mean we 
must lack almost any ontological commitments? Does this mean if I am indeed to be a 

physicalist that I must withhold any judgments regarding for example, the existence of 
consciousness, since at this time physics fails to mention it in its theories? 

I don't think that this is what happens when one is a non-physics-savvy physicalist, that 
one fails to hold hardly any ontological commitments. Instead, what happens is that one 

spends most of one's time in bad faith, forming beliefs about the existence of objects 
physics doesn't mention, most of the time forgetting one's physicalism. As a consequence, 
one might even spend most of one's time expressing the attitudes of a dualist. But that's 

okay. As I've already mentioned, it's hard to be a physicalist (indeed, so much easier to be 
a dualist). All I've tried to do in this discussion is try to get clearer on what the position 
most sensibly comes to, not solve the problem of how one can live day-to-day as a 

physicalist without lapsing into bad faith.17 

1 Of course, the physicalist would look to theories in which uncontentiously neural systems were doing the 
monitoring, not ones in which the monitoring was carried out by a Cartesian self. 
17 I would like to express thanks to JaegwonKim, David Braun, Chris Hill, and Jessica Wilson for valuable 
comments, and especially to Jeff Poland for the many conversations that led to this paper. 
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