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The issue today is whether humans have any properties that are not physical properties.  

Physicalism is a strong doctrine.  It’s not just the claim that everything human, including the 

mental realm, is determined by the physical facts—it’s the claim that our nature is exhausted 

by the physical facts. 

 

This strong doctrine is popular nowadays, especially in philosophical and scientific circles.  

But it wasn’t always so.  This makes many think that physicalism is mainly a matter of 

fashion. 

 

But there is a strong argument for physicalism: 

(1) Mental causes have physical effects 

(2) All physical effects have sufficient physical causes, in so far as they have sufficient 

causes at all 

(3) The physical effects of mental causes are not all overdetermined. 

So 

(4) The mental causes as in (1) must be identical with (part of) the physical causes as in (2). 

 

(Premise (1) says the relevant effects have a mental cause; premise (2) that they have a 

physical cause; premise (3) that they don’t have two causes; . . .) 

 

(NB the premise (3) can be read strongly, as saying that the relevant effects aren’t 

overdetermined in any sense—or more weakly, as saying that they aren’t overdetermined by 

two metaphysically independent causes, though they may be ‘benignly overdetermined’ by eg 

a functional role property and its physical realizer.  The strong premise takes us to strict type 

physicalism, the weaker to a more general physicalism that may be non-reductive.  Let’s 

settle for the latter here.) 

 

If there is such a good simple argument for physicalism, why has it only become popular in 

the last fifty years?  I think this is to do with premise (2). 

 

Look at the issue like this.  The options are 

(a) Epiphenomenalism—deny premise (1) 

(b) Interactive dualism—deny premise (2) 

(c) Overdeterminationism—deny premise (3) 

(d) Physicalism—accept all of (1) to (3). 

 

(b) and (d) are the two serious options.  (a) and (c) are metaphysically anomalous stories 

which are only to be considered as a last resort. 

 

Until relatively recently it was possible to be a happy Interactive Dualist by denying premise 

(2).  But modern science has made it difficult to deny this—which leaves Physicalism as the 

only serious option. 
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Premise (2)—‘the causal closure of the physical’—has a very interesting history especially 

since the 17
th

 century. 

 

Descartes’ physics (said Leibniz) deliberately left room for sui generis mental causes to 

produce physical effects—because only ‘motion’ (=speed x mass) was conserved, not 

momentum and energy. 

 

But Leibniz’s physics did conserve momentum and energy, and so upheld premise (2).  (Not 

that Leibniz was a physicalist—his pre-established harmony was akin to epiphenomenalism.) 

 

This wasn’t the end of the story, because Newtonian physics, unlike Descartes’ and 

Leibniz’s, allowed changes of motion that weren’t caused by impact, but by disembodied 

forces like gravity and magnetism—and chemical forces, and forces of cohesion, and vital 

and mental forces (‘sensibility’ and ‘irritability’). 

 

Such forces continued to be countenanced even well after the conservation of energy came to 

be accepted in the mid-19
th

 century.  The conservation of energy arguably left no room for 

free will—and this was a consequence that much perturbed later 19
th

 century thinkers.  But it 

didn’t rule out sui generis mental forces that do respect the conservation of energy.  (The 

expression ‘nervous energy’ is a vestige of this way of thinking.  It was a commonplace of 

late 19
th

 century thought that there was a specific nervous force—and that deliberation 

prepared us for action by building up potential nervous energy which was then released into 

kinetic energy in the course of action (thus—‘so-and-so is full of nervous energy’).) 

 

This kind of sui generis nervous force is no longer accepted.  Fifty years ago such eminent 

figures as John Eccles and Karl Popper could be found defending just this possibility.  But 

such views are now regarded as cranky. 

 

I take it that the change is due to detailed physiological research at the cellular and intra-

cellular level.  Such work as Huxley and Hodgkin’s account of the propagation of action 

potentials in neurones explains all neurophysiological processes in terms of familiar physical 

forces, and gives no indication of any need for extra sui generis forces operating in brains. 

 

This is an empirical argument, not any a priori demonstration, and so is less than absolutely 

conclusive.  But the evidence is very strong.  Certainly few serious scientists would think it 

worthwhile to look for processes in brains that might demonstrate the existence of non-

standard forces. 

 

If you agree that such non-standard forces are unlikely, then you ought by the same coin to 

agree that humans are just physical beings.  (To repeat—if all physical effects have physical 

causes, then mental activity needs to be physical, in order to make a difference to what we do 

and say.)       


