Give reasons for and against reductive physicalism.

In this essay I will present arguments for and against reductive physicalism. To start with, I will introduce the notion of reductive physicalism. This will include a description of what reductive physicalism is. I will use Thomas Nagel’s ‘What it is like to be a bat’[footnoteRef:1] argument as my starting point, for the notion of qualia. Following this, I will investigate the knowledge argument in ‘What Mary Didn’t Know’[footnoteRef:2], and present a brief outline of the discourse surrounding it. My final argument against reductive physicalism will involve Philosophical Zombies, which is a conceptual possibility highlighted by David Chalmers in his book The Conscious Mind[footnoteRef:3]. I conclude by summarising what I feel are the strongest arguments presented in this paper, for and against reductive physicalism. [1:  Thomas Nagel, ‘What is it like to be a bat?’, The Philosophical Review, Vol. 83, No. 4 (Oct., 1974), pp. 435-50.]  [2:  Frank Jackson, ‘What Mary Didn’t Know’, The Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 83, No. 5 (May, 1986), pp. 291-295]  [3: David Chalmers, The Conscious Mind, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996)] 

Physicalism is a monist theory of ontology that holds that everything in the world is physical or can be reducible to its physical properties. A simple example of this reduction is water, which in and of itself is a physical object, but can be reduced to its atomistic properties, two hydrogen molecules and one oxygen molecule (H2O). Rarely do people reduce water to its atomistic form in everyday life but let us hold that they do. There have been many arguments given in support of the position of physicalism largely stemming from scientific inquiries of the world. One popular example of this is the causal argument of physicalism[footnoteRef:4] which holds that because conscious experience has physical effects and because all physical effects have physical causes, consciousness must be physical or reducible to physical properties in some way (assuming the physical effect is not overdetermined). Whilst there are issues taken with each premise of this causal argument of physicalism, the general idea is what is held by most people when arguing for the physicalist position of the mind-body problem.  [4:  David Papineau, Thinking About Consciousness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002)] 

A more complex example of physicalism is the main subject of this essay – reductive physicalism in the case of the mind-body problem. This is the idea that consciousness can be reduced to physical properties from a mental process. In order to reduce consciousness to its physical form would require mental properties to supervene on the physical world. Most proponents of physicalism aim to ignore subjective conscious experience in relation to their theories, this is where reductive physicalism aims to bridge the gap. Reductive physicalists acknowledge that subjective consciousness is a factor in the mind-body problem and have further argued that if physicalism is the correct ontological viewpoint, then the importance of subjective experience of consciousness must be reducible to its physical properties. For a reductive physicalist, if the world (W1) was physically duplicated in such a way that the duplicated world (W2) was physically identically from W1. It would follow that W2 would have both identical physical laws of nature and identical subjective conscious experiences as W1. This is due to the duplication of physicality, similarly to the presence of physical objects in W2 as in W1, if consciousness can be physically reducible in W1, then necessarily it will be present in W2. 
So, what does it mean for someone to have a subjective conscious experience? For Thomas Nagel, who is often cited at the beginning point for this discourse on conscious experience, it is the what-it-is-like-ness.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Thomas Nagel, ‘What is it like to be a bat?’, The Philosophical Review, Vol. 83, No. 4 (Oct., 1974), pp. 435-50.] 

“But fundamentally an organism has conscious mental states if and only if there is something that it is like to be that organism- something it is like for the organism.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Nagel, ibid, p 436] 

This what-it-is-like-ness is also referred to by Chalmers and others as qualia. In cases of seemingly conscious experience, there can be confusion between what is awareness of one’s surroundings and what is one’s own conscious experience. Take for example, I am outside and am conscious of the rain, insofar as the crude physical story necessitates that when liquid (rain) touches the nerves on my face, the nerves on my face will send signals to my brain, which will process the information and inform me that it is raining. But this will not provide a detailed explanation of what I feel when the rain hits my face. This is because the conscious experience lies outside of the physical explanation. I can only be conscious of the rain when I experience the qualia of rain on my face. Another example that separates the physical story from conscious experience is that of seeing colour. The physical story of colour can be reduced to its physicality by knowing that light reflects off an object at a certain wavelength of the spectrum to determine colour. The reflection of light at a wavelength between 625 and 740 nanometres (nm) on the colour spectrum will determine the colour red. However, there are variances between the numbers on the wavelength that determine red, seeing light reflect at 730nm will look more of the truest known red, as opposed to seeing light reflecting at 615nm which will determine a more orange shaded red. Whilst there is a correlation between the physical determination of colour through wavelength and the visual experience of colour, there is no current explanation as to why when we see a red thing we have the experience of redness, as opposed to what we experience as blueness when we see a blue thing. 
Nagel writes: 
“If mental processes are indeed physical processes, then there is something it is like, intrinsically, to undergo certain physical processes. What it is for such a thing to be the case remains a mystery.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Nagel, ibid, p 445] 

What he means by this is that if consciousness, which is a mental process, is physically reducible, then there must be something within consciousness itself that can explain and facilitate this reduction to physical processes. However, what this is thing is, is not yet known. Conceptually, the task of understanding this physical reduction is difficult enough when attempted based on one’s own subjective experiences that one has accessible first-hand knowledge of. However, Nagel challenges this task further by noting the differences in conceivability between one’s own first-hand account of conscious experience and the account of a bat. He discusses that it may be possible to access all knowable physical information of a bat, which in turn could allow one to imagine what it is like to be a bat. Yet, this knowledge still would not provide a correct experience of being a bat because to have this experience requires more than imagination and knowledge, one would have to be a bat to know what it is like to be a bat. 
“The problem is not confined to exotic cases, however, for it exists between one person and another. The subjective character of the experience of a person deaf and blind from birth is not accessible to me, for example, nor presumably is mine to him.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Nagel, ibid, p 440] 

The above quote is Nagel’s reiteration that it is not due to a difference in species that determines one’s inability to know what-it-is-like to have anything but one’s own conscious experience. Necessarily, it extends to those in our own species who exist independently of ourselves and are subject to their own conscious experience. We may able to imagine another’s conscious experience, but we are unable to access the qualia of another’s conscious experience.
Frank Jackson presents another compelling opposition to reductive physicalism in his paper What Mary Didn’t Know[footnoteRef:9]. Jackson’s position is articulated through a thought experiment concerning a super scientist, Mary, who has obtained all possibly known physical facts in the world. This knowledge was presented to Mary through black-and-white mediums only, and while Mary is aware of other colours existing, she has no experience of them. However, if Mary were to leave the room, Mary would surely learn something new. If it were true that qualia can be reducible to its physical properties, then Mary would already have acquired the knowledge of what-it-is-like to experience the colour red. However, as the thought experiment shows Mary has knowledge of all physical facts, and so by learning something new, the new thing must exist outside of the physical.  [9:  Frank Jackson, ‘What Mary Didn’t Know’, The Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 83, No. 5 (May, 1986), pp. 291-295] 

Clearly this is problematic to the reductive physicalist, for if it were true that all things (including conscious experience) are physical or analysable in physical terms then Mary would have already known what-it-is-like to experience red before leaving the room and seeing a red object. This is true for David Lewis and Laurence Nemirow, who offered a response to Jackson, commonly referred as the Ability Hypothesis.[footnoteRef:10] Lewis and Nemirow argue that what Mary gains upon leaving the black-and-white room is not new knowledge, but rather a new ability which allows Mary to conceptualise the qualia experience of red. They defend their point by stating that because Mary already knows all physical facts, and everything is physically reducible (including one’s conscious experience) then Mary already has the physical knowledge of what-it-is-like to experience red but was unable to frame it through physical experience. This is analogous to riding a bike, one can know all there is to know about riding a bike and understand what-it-is-like to ride bike, but until one rides a bike, one cannot gain the qualia experience of riding a bike. To sum this up, what Jackson was claiming Mary gained was knowledge-that (new factual knowledge), whereas Lewis and Nemirow claim that what Mary gains is knowledge-how (an ability).[footnoteRef:11] The ability hypothesis seems to solve any issues for the reductive physicalist’s position. However, I will now offer a brief response to the ability hypothesis by Sam Coleman who argues that the ability hypothesis is redundant in the discussion of the knowledge argument.  [10:  See both David Lewis, Postscript to ‘Mad Pain and Martian Pain’ in his Philosophical Papers Vol. 1., New York: Oxford University Press: 130-2, 1983 and Laurence Nemirow, Review of Nagel’s Mortal Questions, in Philosophical Review 89: 473-77. 1980.]  [11:  Lewis., ibid & Nemirow., ibid.] 

Coleman reduces Lewis and Nemirow’s argument to three premises[footnoteRef:12]:  [12:  Sam Coleman., Why the Ability Hypothesis is Best Forgotten’ in Journal of Consciousness Studies 16 (2-3):74-97, 2009.] 

1. Reduction (R) – Mary’s knowledge of qualia experience is reducible to gain of abilities
2. Comparison (C) – The abilities gained are the same as other abilities, i.e. riding a bike
3. Fact-Freeness (F) – Gaining abilities in C does not require knowledge-that

These three premises when grouped together provide that Mary does not gain knowledge-that. However, Coleman argues that when obtaining abilities in (C) one focuses upon the sensations required to do the task correctly.  For example, in learning to ride a bike one would focus on the sensations of balancing and steering, etc in order to gain the know-how of riding a bike. Over time, these sensations will become less focused as you become more proficient in riding the bike, however, they certainly play a role in gaining the know-how. As knowledge of these sensations are necessary for gaining the ability, comparable abilities cannot be the explanation for one’s knowledge of the sensations involved. Coleman’s focus on the importance of the knowledge of sensations when learning new know-how, creates a difficult situation for the ability hypothesis because if knowledge of sensations is a component of know-how then it leads back to Jackson’s knowledge argument. As a result, the ability hypothesis is not conclusive in its rejection of the knowledge argument and fails as a valid support of reductive physicalism.
Perhaps though, the most convincing argument against reductive physicalism is Chalmers’ P-Zombies[footnoteRef:13] argument. P-Zombies are physically identical to humans, in every way except phenomenal experience. Through this physically identicality, P-Zombies will necessarily react in the same physical way to events that occur, like human beings do. However, unlike human beings, P-Zombies are without qualia, and as such have no sense experience. An example of this, is burning one’s hand – as a human being with qualia I physically respond, because the heat hits the nerves in my hand which causes sense data to be processed in my brain that tells me my hand is burning. A P-Zombie will also physically respond as it is physically identical to me (a human being), however in the P-Zombie’s case there is no qualia experience for the P-Zombie. There is nothing what-it-is-like to be a P-Zombie. The argument that stems from P-Zombies is that of conceivability. This entails that what is conceivable is possible, and that P-Zombies are conceivable, then it follows that P-Zombies are possible. However, if P-Zombies are possible, then reductive physicalism is false because the qualia experience does not come for free when duplicating physical properties. Chalmers goes further by imagining a zombie world where all inhabitants are P-Zombies. In such a world (WP) the physical environment is identical to our own, but there is no such phenomenal experience, no what-it-is-like-ness to be found in this world. Some have responded to Chalmers’ argument by saying that P-Zombies are not a conceivable concept, and therefore not a possible concept. But Chalmers responds by giving an example of a mile-high unicycle, which he argues is a logically possibility. He further argues that it befalls to the opposer to show explicitly how a mile-high unicycle is not conceivable, and therefore not possible to imagine. It is not the responsibility of the proponent to provide physical evidence of conceivability. As such, the opponent of P-Zombies must either conclusively show how they are not a conceivable concept or secede that they are logically conceivable, and through Chalmers’ argument that what is conceivable is possible, also logically possible. [13:  David Chalmers, The Conscious Mind., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996) p 96.] 

In conclusion, I have presented several arguments for and against reductive physicalism.  I think the strongest argument for reductive physicalism that I presented, comes from Lewis and Nemirow and their ability hypothesis. However, it is only useful in its contradictions of Jackson’s knowledge argument, and it is also easily disassembled through the argument by Coleman that I presented. The strongest argument against reductive physicalism is definitely Chalmers’ P-Zombies. It relies heavily on the conceivability and possibility of P-Zombies, but I would struggle to find a position that could convince me, against all of the arguments and responses that Chalmers’ presents in defence of his position. 
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