CONCEPTUAL PROBLEMS ARISING FROM PHYSICALISM

1 Introduction

1.1 I question one of the terms constantly used in the mind/body debate – “physicalism”; I shall not only suggest that physicalism is false but that it is completely incoherent.

1.2 I am not able today to mount a detailed argument here. This would need far more than 30 minutes. Instead I shall look at some strands of thought which I hope serve to suggest the way a detailed argument would go. 

2 Mellor & Crane have already demolished physicalism

2.1 In 1990 Tim Crane and Hugh Mellor published a paper called “There is no Question of Physicalism” and I thought this had once and for all demonstrated the bankruptcy of the physicalist thesis, but news of the patient’s death does not seem to have filtered down!

2.2 I cannot reproduce the many arguments of a 20 page paper in a 30 minute talk but I can try and indicate the general structure.

2.3 The main thrust is that there is no principled definition of physicalism that makes sense.

2.4 “Physicalism” is descended from materialism, the view that everything is matter, but this 17th century doctrine held that all matter is inert, solid, and impenetrable, and interacts deterministically and only upon contact. But the “matter” of modern physics isn’t at all like this, it is not at all solid or impenetrable, and it interacts in a non deterministic way and sometimes at a distance. 

2.5 So modern physicalism is something new, not the old Hobbesian materialism.

2.6 Modern physicalism is a doctrine about the empirical world and the place of minds within it. It holds that mental entities, properties, and so on, are all really “physical”.   It also maintains that the empirical world contains just what a true and complete physical science says it contains.

2.7 But this raises questions: What is physical science? What gives it this ontological authority?

2.8 Apparently physical science includes as a paradigm ‘physics’, and chemistry, biology, neurophysiology, these are also indisputably physical sciences. But psychology, sociology, and economics are not.

2.9 The exact boundary does not matter, the important point is that some disciplines must lie outside the scope of physicalism otherwise physicalism will just be the sum of all knowledge of any kind, and that will not be a useful definition.

2.10 So what is it about the “mental” that deprives psychology of the ontological authority of physics, chemistry, and the rest?

2.11 The Mellor/Crane paper explores three possible grounds that physicalists propose that delineate what constitutes a physical science:
(a)  Reducibility to physics
(b)  Physical things are causal things
(c)  Physical things conform to strict laws
Each one of these is shown not to work.

2.12 I shall try to show that each of these approaches fails and that in fact RIP is simply a just another metaphysical dogma with no foundation other.

3 Something is wrong with our deep conceptual schema

3.1 I ague that the mind/body problem stems from deep seated problems in our modern conceptual structure. This structure is inherited from the 17th century scientific revolution and the mind/body problem is not the only one.

3.2 Let’s look at another: Locke describes a world of objects that have primary qualities like Cartesian extension, solidity, and so on. He then relegates things like colour and sound to the status of secondary qualities.

3.3 These are to be thought of as dispositions of objects to cause us human perceivers to have various perceptual experiences – of colour, of sound, and so on.

3.4 For example the surface of a particular solid object may have an atomic structure such as to reflect only light of a certain wavelength, and when that light impinges upon my retina I am disposed to say that I am having a perceptual experience of yellow, and I thus ascribe the colour yellow to the object.

3.5 There are various detailed construals of Locke but this is a fair summary of what he is saying.

3.6 This leads immediately to a new dualism, a dualism between two different images of reality:
On the one hand, the “manifest image” – that which we observers see and hear around us, that which is “given in perception”. And on the other hand, the “scientific image”, of colourless, soundless objects of extension, arranged in a variety of ways.

3.7 The world that we see around us is implicitly “demoted” in the sense of being less “real” than the reality behind it all that physics discloses to us.

3.8 If what science tells us is literally true then everything we see around us is a creation of our minds, which “spread” their perceptions upon the real world that lies behind the veil of perception.

3.9 That such a paradox should lie at the very heart of the modern world view and yet does not appear to cause much concern. Am I alone in feeling this to be an intellectual disgrace? Everyone fusses about the mind/body problem, but few seem to worry too much about this problem of perception. 

3.10 It is true that some philosophers have taken this problem very seriously, Colin McGinn and Barry Stroud are examples that come to mind, but it doesn’t seem to stop all in their tracks like the mind/body problem does. 

3.11 This problem is just one of a number of similar issues that suggest there is something wrong with our conceptual schema, the conceptual schema we inherit from the 17th and 18th century scientific revolution. A revolution brought about by those men of genius: Descartes, Locke, Boyle, Newton, and many more.

3.12 What are these issues?
The mind/body problem itself
The problem of freewill
The problem of perception which I have described
And dare I suggest that physics itself has serious conceptual problems and these are reflected in the total incompatibility between relativity and quantum theory and the complete failure to reconcile them. 

4 Whitehead and the fallacy of misplaced concreteness

4.1 Alfred North Whitehead is best known for his collaboration with Bertrand Russell on the Principia Mathematica. His role in that was as mathematician, but he later went on to produce some fine philosophy.

4.2 In 1925 Whitehead wrote a superb book called “Science and the Modern World”. It is a critique of certain aspects of science and a superb overview of the cultural context and the evolution of science over the preceding 300 years.

4.3 One of the phrases introduced by Whitehead is “the fallacy of misplaced concreteness”. 

4.4 He begins by suggesting that “the natural world” can be defined as “that which is given in experience” and he suggests that these are what can be called concrete things -  chairs, tables, rainbows, thunder claps, etc.

4.5 Physics then proceeds to propose certain entities that are not necessarily given in experience, but which have the advantage that if they are assumed to exist then very useful predictions can be made about our world. Examples would be atoms, electrons, photons, mesons, dark matter, etc.

4.6 Inversion of concrete reality

4.7 Whitehead accuses science of inverting reality by assigning a “misplaced concreteness” to these entities at the expense of the loss of concreteness of those things that are given in experience.

4.8 In other words, we start of by assigning “thing-ness” to that which is given to us in experience – we reify that which we see. We then propose hidden entities, the assumption of whose existence gives us great explanatory power; then finally we reify those hidden entities into “thing-ness” – we make them concrete.

4.9 It is then but a short step to denying the concreteness of what was given to us in experience in the first place: My experience says this is a brown table. But science says it is composed of atoms in such a geometrical configuration as to reflect light in a manner such that, when it enters our brains, we have a sensation that disposes us to call the table brown. There is nothing brown about the table other than a particular configuration of atoms which disposes us humans to have a particular sensation that we call “brown”. At a stroke, the whole of what is given in experience is demoted to being somehow less “real” than the atoms that physics posited at the outset. 

4.10 The order of “thing-ness” has been inverted. The ultimate reality is atoms. The natural world, in the sense of “that which is given in reality”, is something merely “spread upon the world” (to use Hume’s terminology) by us humans.

4.11 This inversion is natural conclusion of physicalism
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