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Abstract

Most physicalists believe that physicalism is a thesis that denies the
existence of fundamental mentality either as a substance or as a property.
Therefore, since most physicalists also endorse a posteriori physicalism,
according to them, if the future physical theory posits fundamental
mentality as a fundamental physical concept, then physicalism will be
falsified. In contrast, there are those who believe that the core idea of
physicalism is an ontological deference to science (especially physics); the
idea that is usually called scientism and is closely related to methodological
naturalism. According to them, if physicists posit fundamental mentality
as an integral part of the future fundamental physical theory, physicalism
will not be falsified, and physicalists may (or should) accept fundamental
mentality as a genuine physical concept. In this paper, I argue that there is
some historical evidence in support of the latter understanding of
physicalism. First, I give some historical evidence that seems to suggest
that the historical origin of physicalism is the failure of those explanations
— or pseudo-explanations — that have appealed to supernatural non-
physical entities. Second, I show that in some of the initial reflections on
materialism — the predecessor of physicalism — in the first half of the
twentieth century, philosophers understood materialism in terms of the
very historical origin.
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1. Introduction: Physicalism, Materialism, and Naturalism

There are two understandings of physicalism. According to the most
common view, which Montero (2001) calls “fundamental nonmentalism,”
if the future physical theory posits fundamental mentality as a fundamental
substance or property of the universe, physicalism will be falsified (see,
e.g., Wilson, 2006; Montero, 2001). According to the second
understanding, the core or the spirit of physicalism is an ontological
deference to science to see what the world is constituted of (see, e.g.,
Dowell, 2006; Ney, 2008). Hence, if the future physics posits fundamental
mentality as a fundamental substance or property of the universe,
physicalism will not be falsified, and physicalists should accept
fundamental mentality as a genuine physical concept. Now, the question
is which understanding of physicalism should be adopted and how it could
be justified?

2. Physicalism and a Methodological Rule

The following methodological rule may be introduced as an implicit rule
that has been taken into account by many scientists and philosophers in
the modern era:

In any scientific theory, the pseudo-explanantia should be abandoned.
(PE)

By “pseudo-explanantia” I mean those explanantia that do not have
any explanatory or predictive value. It seems that an important part of the
pseudo-explanations in the history of science has been the kind of
explanation that appeals to supernatural non-physical entities to explain
some natural phenomena; like gods, entelechy, and Cartesian soul or spirit.
Such (pseudo-)explanations have been frequently appealed to in the
history of science especially before the modern era. But, they all have been
abandoned after a while and replaced by some alternative “natural”
explanations. Then, we may reformulate (PE) as the following more
specific rule:

In any scientific theory, supernatural entities should not be invoked to
explain any phenomenon of the world. (SN)
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It seems that the conflict between the proponents of (SN) and its
opponents has gradually been polarized, and, as a result, some of the
proponents — physicalists — have come to believe that there is not any
supernatural entity at all. Such a radical conviction has in practice served
to fulfill (SN).

3. The Historical Context of Excluding the Supernatural Entities
from Science

Many supernatural explanatorily zd/e entities — the entities that do not have
any explanatory or predictive value — have been appealed to in many
scientific theories in different periods of the history of science. In the
ancient Greece, Olympian gods and goddesses were invoked to explain
many natural phenomena of the world, like thunderbolts, earthquakes, and
rainbows. Appealing to the gods and goddesses, as they were agential
entities, made it impossible to predict the phenomena in the way a
“natural” explanation may serve to predict. Such explanations have
gradually been replaced by alternative “natural” explanations.

In the middle Ages, theologians appealed to divine action in explaining
many natural phenomena. In the modern era, their supernatural
explanations were replaced by the natural ones by scientists like Galileo
and Newton. However, some supernatural explanations that appealed to
the god-of-the-gaps still remained in science, even in Newtonian mechanics.
But, they too were replaced with the subsequent natural explanations. For
example, Newton’s appealing to divine action for explaining the fact that
the planets of the solar system are coplanar was replaced by Laplace’s
nebular hypothesis (see Barbour, 1966). The same goes for the pseudo-
explanations in vitalism, fixism, and catastrophism, which were all

replaced by Darwin’s evolutionary explanations (see Barbour, 1960).

4. Naturalism, Materialism, and Physicalism at the Turn of the
Twentieth Century

Naturalists of the first half of the twentieth century were accused to be
materialists with a new moderate title. However, they tried to keep their
distance from a naive dogmatic materialism that had departed from its
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epistemological origins. They only endorsed a materialism that had a
naturalistic taste. Some of them also paid close attention to a special
justification for (SN) by arguing that the supernatural explanations are
science-stoppers in a sense. They also pointed out the function
materialism has fulfilled in establishing (SN).

5. Conclusion

Briefly, I argued that materialism and physicalism have their root in the
methodological maxim (SN), which has its root in the failure of
supernatural explanations. Then, we should understand physicalism in the
way the proponents of the naturalistic understanding of physicalism
suggest. As a result, if future physical theory posits fundamental mentality
as a fundamental physical concept, physicalism will not be falsified.
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