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Broadly construed, physicalism is the thesis that everything in the world
is physical. However, certain entities and properties whose existence
appears undeniable seem to conflict with this claim, rendering its
acceptance problematic. Consciousness, in particular, is a mental feature
whose reduction poses a significant challenge for physicalists, as the
doctrine requires that everything bears a metaphysical dependence on
physical entities. Nevertheless, this challenge can only be properly
evaluated once a clear formulation of the physicalist claim is established.
This paper explores that very issue. I address three major problems facing
the formulation of physicalism, namely Hempel’s Dilemma, the Problem
of Extras, and the Problem of Blockers. I argue that the first dilemma can
be resolved by adopting a primitive concept of physical properties.
Furthermore, 1 contend that among the various strategies successful in
addressing the second problem, only David Chalmers’ solution proves
capable of resolving the Problem of Blockers.
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Extended Abstract

Physicalism is broadly defined as the claim that everything in the universe is physical. However,
certain entities—such as consciousness, abstract objects, and normative properties—seem to resist
this claim. To determine if these entities truly challenge physicalism, one must first provide a precise
formulation of the doctrine.

The essay distinguishes between two types of inquiries regarding physicalism:

e The Question of Interpretation: Concerned with how physicalism should be understood
and formulated.

e The Question of Truth: Concerned with whether the resulting interpretation accurately
represents the world.

The author focuses strictly on the question of interpretation. While physicalism is closely
related to materialism and naturalism, the essay treats physicalism as a distinct, evolved thesis. To
clarify the vague claim that "everything is physical," the author suggests an improved definition:
everything in the world is either physical or has an "important relationship" to the physical. Thus,
formulating physicalism requires defining two things: what it means to be "physical" and the nature
of that "important relationship".

A primary challenge in formulating physicalism is defining the term "physical". While some
entities (electrons, quarks) are clearly physical, others (the role of a teacher, a constitution) are less
so. Several approaches are discussed:

e Physics-Based Definitions and Hempel's Dilemma

One might define "physical" as anything described by the science of physics. This leads to Hempel’s
Dilemma:

1. Current Physics: If "physical" refers to current physics, physicalism is likely false because
current theories will inevitably be revised or replaced.

2. Ideal Physics: If "physical" refers to a future, ideal physics, we lack a clear picture of what
that science entails. Furthermore, ideal physics might eventually include consciousness as a
fundamental property, which contradicts the core intuition that physicalism should explain
consciousness rather than take it as a given.

e Structuralism: This view suggests physical theories use limited vocabulary (mathematical,
logical, causal, and nomological). Daniel Stoljar argues this is too restrictive, as even current physics
uses non-neutral concepts like "energy" or "mass" that aren't purely structural.

e A Priori Definitions: Defining the physical through intrinsic properties like "extension" or
"existing in space-time". These often face counterexamples that undermine their necessity or
sufficiency.

o Negative Approach (Via Negativa): Defining the physical as that which is fundamentally non-
mental.
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e Physicalism as a Stance: Bas van Fraassen and Alyss Ney argue physicalism is not a truth-apt
thesis but a "stance" characterized by respect for science. Stoljar counters that Hempel’s Dilemma
can still be reconstructed for a "stance".

I will adopt a Primitivist Approach, arguing that while we lack a perfect analysis, we possess
an intuitive, common-sense understanding of the "physical" sufficient for philosophical progress.

Once the "physical" is understood, the nature of the "important relationship" must be defined.
Several candidates are explored:

e Modal Dependency (Supervenience): The idea that physical facts necessitate all other facts.
This is often interpreted as Metaphysical Necessity: a world cannot differ in its non-physical
facts without also differing in its physical facts.

e Identity Theory: The claim that every mental property is identical to a combination of
microphysical properties. This faces the problem of Multiple Realizability, where the same
mental state (e.g., pain) could be realized by different physical states in different organisms.

e Realization: Mental properties are not identical to physical properties but are "realized" by
them. This can be understood as a second-order property relationship or a subset of causal
powers.

e Grounding: The idea that everything exists because of or is nothing over and above the
physical.

This Paper focuses on Modal Dependency as it is considered a necessary condition for
physicalism by almost all proponents.

. The Problem of Extras

If physicalism is a contingent thesis—true in our world but not necessarily in all possible
worlds—the standard modal definition (P;) fails:

P;: Any world w that is a physical duplicate of our world, a is a total duplicate of a.

The problem arises because one can imagine a world physically identical to ours that also
contains non-physical "extras" like a Cartesian soul or "ectoplasm". If such a world is possible, then
P, is false, even if physicalism is true in our world. To fix this, philosophers proposed several
solutions:

1. David Lewis: Defined physicalism by looking only at worlds that contain no "alien" natural
properties. If all such worlds that are physical duplicates of ours are also total duplicates,
physicalism holds.

2. Frank Jackson: Used the "Minimal Physical Duplicate" approach. He used a "recipe"
metaphor: if you follow the "recipe" for our physical world (physical facts + laws) and add
nothing else, and the resulting world is a duplicate of ours, then physicalism holds.
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3. David Chalmers: Proposed a "That's All" clause (7). Physicalism is the claim that P
(physical facts) plus T (the fact that P is all there is) necessitates all facts (S). Alternatively,
Chalmers suggests physicalism only requires that positive facts (facts that remain true in any
world that "outstrips" ours) have a modal dependency on the physical.

. The Problem of Blockers

John Hawthorne introduced the concept of Blockers to challenge Jackson’s and Lewis's formulations.
A blocker (B) is a property that, if present, prevents property A from necessitating property C.

¢ Strong Necessity: 4 necessitates C in all possible worlds.
e Weak Necessity: 4 necessitates C unless B is present.

Hawthorne argues physicalism requires Strong Necessity between physical and mental
properties. However, Jackson’s "minimal duplicate" and Lewis’s "no-alien-properties" definitions are
compatible with Weak Necessity. Because these definitions exclude blockers by design (as blockers
would be "extras" or "aliens"), they might falsely label a world as "physicalist" even if the relationship

between the physical and mental is fragile and easily blocked.

In contrast, Chalmers’s formulation requires Strong Necessity. Under his view, if a world
exists where physical facts are present but a blocker prevents a positive mental fact from occurring,
then physicalism is false for our world—even if that blocker doesn't exist here.

The essay concludes that while modal dependency is a necessary condition, it is not sufficient
if one accepts the existence of non-reducible necessary entities (like an interventionist God). To make
it sufficient, one must restrict physicalism to exclude such entities.

Ultimately, while Lewis, Jackson, and Chalmers all successfully navigate the Problem of
extras, only Chalmers's formulation effectively addresses the Problem of Blockers. By requiring that
physical facts necessitate positive facts in all worlds (not just minimal ones), Chalmers ensures the
"strong necessity" that Hawthorne and others argue is essential to a robust physicalist worldview.
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