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Frank Jackson seems to agree with me that the mental can be physical even if it does not 
supervene on the relevant core physical properties.  This is significant since, as Jackson puts it, 
the entailment from the thesis of physicalism to the thesis of supervenience “does much of the 
heavy lifting in various anti-physicalist arguments in the philosophy of mind.” Perhaps I should 
claim victory and leave it at that.  But I’m greedy: I think my arguments apply to physicalism 
with respect to the world as well.  Although I think it can be interesting and worthwhile to define 
physicalism in terms of one or another supervenience theses and go on with one’s arguments 
from there, I also think that this could be misleading since I think the central physicalist 
commitment (even with respect to physicalism about the world) might not be best thought of as 
some type of supervenience thesis.    
 I of course agree with Jackson that “physicalists must say something about the sort of 
properties that are, according to them, instantiated in our world.”   But I am not convinced that 
the only way to do this is to provide a two-part supervenience account of the properties to be 
found in our world.  Jackson’s reasoning seems to be that such a supervenience thesis is required 
for physicalism because it is the only plausible way to allow for properties such as the property 
of being square or loved by God to count as physical.  But while it is one way, I’m not convinced 
that it is the only plausible way. Perhaps the physicalist could countenance any property save for 
mental and normative properties that uniquely fail to supervene on the properties of physics, 
where a mental or normative property uniquely fails to supervene on the properties of physics if 
all properties except those characteristic of mentality, such as being in pain, or normativity, such 
as being morally wrong, supervene on the properties of physics.  The physicalist could then 
count being square or loved by God as physical while denying supervenience theses such as RS.   
 I do not want to claim that physicalism must be true if there is a radical failure of 
supervenience (just that it could be).  For example, if God exists, perhaps we should count 
physicalism as false in such a situation.  Indeed, if God exists, we might want to count 
physicalism as false even if RS holds.  In other words, if God exists, perhaps we should say 
physicalism is false regardless of whether God were a real workhorse or a highly efficient God of 
supervenience lore.   If this is right, it may be that a better way to capture the sort of properties 
instantiated in a physical world is by saying that they that they are not the sort that would 
suggest—not imply, but merely suggest—that God has a hand in creating the world.  This is not 
a “two part account” of the sort Jackson claims the physical needs, yet it seems to allow for 
properties such as being square or loved by God.”  Certainly, there is plenty of room for 
improvement here, but I think that this indicates that there is at least one other (perhaps even 
plausible) way for physicalists to say something about the sort of properties that, according to 
them, are instantiated in our world.   
 Furthermore, if, according to Jackson, it is a terminological matter whether we take 
physicalism about the world to be a thesis that gives physics, as opposed to the physical sciences 
more generally, a special role in determining what properties are physically acceptable, shouldn’t 
it be at least a terminological matter whether we take it to imply a supervenience  thesis along the 
lines of RS?   
 I’m, however, willing to go further.  Jackson claims that “if it turns out that chemistry 
doesn't supervene on physics, surely what we should say is something like the following: Exactly 
what physicalism about the world comes to is a function of the specification of what a core 



physical property is.”  I’m not so sure.  In fact, I think that if we really all became convinced that 
chemistry does not supervene on physics we would and should question whether physicalism, 
even about the world, implies any sort of supervenience thesis at all.   


