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 First let me thank Richard for continuing to put together this conference and for inviting me to 

participate.  Second, I want thank Barbara for writing this and making me think about this issue in a 

slightly different way.  I always appreciate the way her work questions some of the assumptions in the 

mind/body debates, and even when I wind up disagreeing with her my own views benefit from the 

challenge.  Finally, I want to thank that “Brainpains” reading group at SMU—including Brad 

Thompson, Philippe Chuard, Justin Fisher and Kevan Edwards (visiting from Syracuse).  They read the 

paper with me, and my comments owe a lot to our discussion. 

 

Montero thinks philosophers have been incorrect in taking it for granted that supervenience of the 

mental on the physical is a necessary condition for the truth of physicalism.  The paper falls, in my 

view, into about three chunks.   The first questions the arguments for the necessary condition, the 

second presents arguments and thought experiments which are meant to lead us to question the 

condition, and the third suggests a more positive view about what we are really looking for in a 

necessary condition for physicalism.  Since Jackson and Wittmer's arguments are Montero's main 

targets in the first part of the paper, I'll leave the defense of those arguments to them.  I want to focus 

instead on the general challenge and the positive proposal.   

 

We can put Montero's argument roughly as follows: 
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1. Physicalism is compatible with the properties of a mid-level science (say chemistry) failing to 

supervene on the micro-physical properties.  (The reason being that even if such were the case, 

traditional physicalist doctrines—such as the mind-brain identity theory could still be true.) 

2. If that is true, then physicalism is compatible with the failure of any other higher science 

properties (including mental properties) to supervene on micro-physical properties. 

 Therefore, 

 C1:  Supervenience of mental properties on the physical properties is not a necessary condition 

 for physicalism. 

 

Before we investigate Montero's arguments for each of these premises, it should be noted that the 

argument as it stands is not valid.  All the argument could show at this point is that the supervenience 

of the mental properties on the micro-physical properties is not a necessary condition for physicalism.  

This would already be significant, and would disagree with Chalmers among others, but it doesn't quite 

get what Montero wants.  In particular, if there is a reason to count chemical, biological, and other such 

properties as physical independent of their supervenience on the micro-physical, and that reason does 

not apply to the mental, the argument fails to generalize and fails to undermine supervenience as a 

necessary condition for physicalism.   

 Here is one general picture of how this could go, and I think it rings true to the history of the 

debate.  (Particular thanks to Brad Thompson here.).  In the beginning, philosophers debating about 

what we now call physicalism didn't care about the micro-physical, in part because they knew nothing 

about it.  They cared about whether or not the nature of the mind was fully explicable in the same way 

as the natures of other paradigmatically physical things—like chemicals, rocks and hearts.  Perhaps it 

would turn out that some of these things were explicable in terms of each other, or that they were all 

explicable in terms of something else, or maybe not.  The question, though, was whether or not the 
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mental stuff could be fully understood in terms of them, or in terms of what explained them.  This is 

how, for the purposes of this debate, the governing notion of physicalism got running and it probably 

remain at its core.1  If this is really what we care about in this debate, the relationships among the 

paradigmatically physical things—whether they are all fundamental, none of them are fundamental, or 

some fully compose others—are beside the point.  The question is whether we can fully understand the 

mental in terms of those paradigm cases.  If supervenience fails, then the mental is “something over 

and above” that stuff, so physicalism is false.  This is how the supervenience of the mental on the 

physical could be a necessary condition for physicalism, even if the supervenience on the micro-

physical is not a necessary condition. 

 I am, in fact, inclined to think the story might be a bit more complicated than this, and at the 

risk of confusing things, here's a gesture at it.  “Physical” is a context relative term, and thus so is 

“physicalism.”  (What this ultimately amounts to, in my view, is that the relevant supervenience base 

for “physicalism” is relative.)  When discussing the truth of vitalism, the supervenience of the 

biological on the lower level properties—such as chemical properties—is a necessary condition for 

physicalism.  When discussing the truth of emergentism, the supervenience of the chemical on the 

micro-physical (or non-chemical physical) is relevant.  And so on.  When discussing the truth of 

physicalism in the mind body debates, it is really the supervenience of the mental on the 

paradigmatically physical that is relevant, and this includes all the properties of the physical sciences 

such as chemistry and biology.  This more complicated reading can help preserve our intuition that the 

supervenience of the biological on the physical is not entirely irrelevant to discussions about 

physicalism—it just depend on which discussions we are having. 

 So far I have argued that the argument is not valid—we cannot conclude that supervenience on 

                                                
1 I actually think this is a tad simple, since at least Descartes also thought all these other things share a common nature—

extension.  I do too, as I will mention in a bit, but what's important is that Descartes was not concerned about the 
ordering among the things with this nature. 
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the physical in general is not a necessary condition for physicalism.  But as I noted, a less ambitious 

version of the argument would be valid: the two premises do entail that the supervenience of the mental 

on the micro-physical is not a necessary condition for the truth of physicalism.  But is that argument 

sound? 

 Well, with respect to the first premise, our complicated contextual reading of “physicalism” 

shows that we must be wary.  Would physicalism be falsified if the chemical failed to supervene on the 

micro-physical?  Maybe not the sense of physicalism that is most important to the mind-body debate, 

but there is a sense of physicalism—the one relevant to the British Emergentists, perhaps—which 

would be.   

 There is another reason to be a bit suspicious of premise one, which also undermines premise 

two and should lead us to question the argument as a whole.  One might hold the following: it is 

conceivable that there be a world where the supervenience of water on (say) the microphysical failed, 

but it is not possible, for typical Kripkean reasons: in that world we really wouldn't have water.  This is 

not only true of water, of course.  It is plausibly true (though I have no argument for it here) that not 

only do chemical properties have their constitutions essentially, but the individuation of properties in 

the other sciences depend on how they are composed of and interact with the properties at a lower 

level.  (So, for example, something might only be a neuron if its membrane is permeable by positively 

charged potassium ions.)  If something like this is the case, then it really isn't possible for there to be 

brains composed by things other than chemicals.  So it really wouldn't be the case that the mind brain 

identity theory could be true in worlds where the supervenience of the chemical on the micro-physical 

failed.   This undermines the support for premise one, and it makes it difficult even to evaluate since it 

has an impossible antecedent.  What's more, if this Kripkean view is right, the failure of the 

supervenience of the mental on the micro-physical would be reason to deny physicalism—because then 

it would not supervene upon brains like ours (made out of neurons, etc.) or anything else in the world  
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because brains like ours (and all other stuff as well) necessarily supervenes on the micro-physical.  To 

put the point very simply, since this is in fact a world where the non-mental properties supervene on the 

micro-physical, supervenience of the mental on the micro-physical is necessary for physicalism.  The 

fact that in Montero's imagined disorderly worlds people call things “Sodium” or “anterior cingulate 

cortices” says nothing about whether there can be anterior cingulate cortices without the supervenience 

that holds in this world. 2  

 Now to turn to the positive view.  Why does Montero think that physicalism could be true even 

if the mental failed to supervene on the “paradigmatically physical”--which includes all the properties 

of the physical sciences.  It is because Montero thinks that the core physicalist commitment is a 

rejection of the specialness of the mental.  She sometimes puts this as a denial that the mental is 

“exalted” or in turn that humans are exalted or special.  I'm inclined to think there is something right 

about this, but also something wrong.  I don't really think the exaltation of humans can be the issue, 

because physicalists shun the panpsychist picture as well.  I also am not inclined to believe it is the 

exhaltation of mentality, since I think most physicalists would be dismayed if the only non-physical 

thing was a crummy little feeling in the heart of the cockroach.  The physicalist does think the mental 

fails to be special, but only in a sense. 

 To get at this sense of specialness, we can consider Montero's thought experiment in which 

there is rampant non-supervenience, where the mentality doesn't supervene on the microphysical or 

anything else, but brains also don't supervene on chemicals, and chemicals don't supervene on 

microphysics, etc.  I've already suggested that we should doubt that this is possible, but let's run with it.  

Montero thinks in such a world physicalism would be true because mentality would not be special—it 

would be radically autonomous just like everything else.  I think it's very doubtful that this is capturing 

                                                
2 This argument only shows so much.  It doesn't show that had our world turned out to be the more disordered world that 

supervenience on the microphysical would be necessary for physicalism.   
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what we want of physicalism.  True, in the disordered world mentality does bear a resemblance to other 

paradigmatically physical elements in the world in that they are all radically autonomous.  (Though 

this, I think, is a pretty odd resemblance—it's not unlike saying a group of people all resemble one 

another in the respect of not being like anyone else in the group.)  But when we think mentality is not 

special, we don't think that it is because it bears this sort of resemblance to everything else. What we 

have in mind is that mentality is that mentality fails to be special (in the relevant sense) only if 1) it 

shares a nature with some other group of things—or perhaps everything, and 2) this shared nature fully 

explains everything about mentality.  This is not the case in the disordered world, so in that world 

mentality is still objectionably special.  Of course everything else in that world is special in this sense 

as well, but this is no reason to think that monism is true.  Such a world might not be a dualist world—

it might be a radically pluralist world—but it is not a monist world which is what is required for any 

sort of physicalism worth the name. 

 In our world, it looks like paradigmatically physical things do have a shared nature which 

explains everything about them—in my view a good candidate is that they all can be fully described by 

spatio-temporal dynamics.  Suppose that's right.  If the mentality fails to supervene on that stuff, we 

can conclude something about it—not everything about mentality can be explained in terms of things 

with that nature, because there can be variations in mentality independentent of changes in things with 

that nature.  This is the sort of specialness of the mental which would falsify physicalism, and it is the 

sort that is guaranteed by a lack of supervenience. 

 


