
A Christian Perspective on the 
Impact of Modern Science on
Philosophy of Mind 
Today it is widely held that, while broadly logically possible, dualism is no longer plausible in
light of the advances of modern science. My thesis is that once we get clear on the central first-
and second-order issues in philosophy of mind, it becomes evident that stating and resolving
those issues is basically a (theological and) philosophical matter for which discoveries in the
hard sciences are largely irrelevant. Put differently, these philosophical issues are, with rare
exceptions, autonomous from (and authoritative with respect to) the so-called deliverances of
the hard sciences.

To promote this thesis, I shall (1) clarify certain preliminary notions; (2) defend my central
thesis by focusing on select paradigm cases that are representative of the actual dialectic in the
literature in philosophy of mind; and (3) respond to two defeaters.

In his excel lent defense of agent cau sa -

tion, Per sons & Causes, Tim o thy O’Connor 

lays out his pro ject in this way: 

Phi los o phers want to do more than

paint a com monly held pic ture of our -

selves. We also want to put forth a

vi sion of hu man be ings and their place

in the wider scheme of things … There

is at pres ent a wide spread trend in

Eng lish-speak ing phi los o phy to ward

“de fla tion ary” anal y ses of most tra di -

tional tar gets of philo soph i cal inquiry

… The gen eral, if vague, im pe tus is to

an a lyze philo soph i cal no tions in a way

that makes them hos pi ta ble to a “nat u -

ral is tic” view of hu man be ings that has

appar ently been handed down to us

by “Sci ence.”1

In con text, O’Connor’s remarks are

applied to ques tions about human action,

and his approach is to coun ter the “fash ion

for apol o gies on behalf of ‘Nat u ral ism’” by

giv ing, among other things, pride of place to

pre-philo soph i cal intu itions and philo soph i -

cal argu ments about human agency. Set ting

aside for the moment the issue of the rela -

tion ship between sci ence and “Nat u ral ism,”

I believe O’Connor’s insights apply with equal 

force to the main issues and options in the

con tem po rary lit er a ture in phi los o phy of

mind. In the pages to fol low, I shall clar ify

this belief and offer my reflec tions about the

proper way to view the impact of mod ern

sci ence on these main issues.

Most phi los o phers agree that the vast

major ity of peo ple through out his tory have

been sub stance and prop erty dualists. Some

form of dual ism appears to be the nat u ral

response to what we seem to know about

our selves through intro spec tion and in other 

ways. In this regard, Jaegwon Kim’s con ces -

sion may be taken as rep re sen ta tive: “We

com monly think that we, as per sons, have a

men tal and bodily dimen sion … Some thing

like this dual ism of personhood, I believe, is

com mon lore shared across most cul tures

and reli gious tra di tions …”2

More over, the over whelm ing major ity of

edu cated and uned u cated Chris tians through -

out his tory have been dualists in two senses:
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they have embraced interactionist dual ism regard ing God

and the mate rial world, and they have accepted the real ity

of the souls of men and beasts, as it used to be put. Thus,

theo lo gian H. D. Lewis felt free to say with out qual i fi ca -

tion: “Through out the cen tu ries Chris tians have believed

that each human per son con sists in a soul and body; that

the soul sur vived the death of the body; and that its future

life will be immor tal.”3

Today it is widely held in the academic

community that, while broadly logically

possible, dualism is no longer plausible

in light of the advances of modern science.

Today it is widely held in the aca demic com mu nity

that, while broadly log i cally pos si ble, dual ism is no lon ger 

plau si ble in light of the advances of mod ern sci ence. This

atti tude is espe cially prom i nent out side Chris tian cir cles.

Thus, John Searle says that it is an obvi ous fact of phys ics

that “the world con sists entirely of phys i cal par ti cles in

fields of force …”4 He goes on to say that much of the jus ti -

fi ca tion for the var i ous forms of physicalism that dom i nate 

phi los o phy of mind is the assumption that 

they rep re sent the only sci en tif i cally accept able

 alternatives to the antiscientism that went with tra di -

tional dual ism, the belief in the immor tal ity of the

soul, spir i tu al ism, and so on. Accep tance of the cur -

rent views is moti vated not so much by an inde pend -

ent con vic tion of their truth as by a ter ror of what are

appar ently the only alter na tives. That is, the choice

we are tac itly pre sented with is between a “sci en tific” 

approach, as rep re sented by one or another of the

cur rent ver sions of “mate ri al ism” and an “anti sci -

entific” approach, as rep re sented by Cartesianism or

some other tra di tional reli gious con cep tion of the

mind.5

This atti tude is not lim ited to non-Chris tian think ers.

Indeed, while not all Chris tian physicalists appeal to sci -

ence to jus tify their views, such an appeal is, in fact, widely 

employed by many Chris tian physicalists. To cite one

exam ple, Nancey Murphy claims that physicalism is not

pri mar ily a philo soph i cal the sis, but the hard core of a

 scientific research pro gram for which there is ample evi -

dence. This evi dence con sists in the fact that “biol ogy,

neu ro sci ence, and cog ni tive sci ence have pro vided

accounts of the depend ence on phys i cal pro cesses of spe -

cific fac ul ties once attrib uted to the soul.”6 Dual ism can not

be proven false—a dualist can always appeal to cor re la -

tions or func tional rela tion ships between soul and brain/

body—but advances in sci ence make it a view with lit tle

jus ti fi ca tion. Accord ing to Murphy, “sci ence has pro vided

a mas sive amount of evi dence sug gest ing that we need not 

pos tu late the exis tence of an entity such as a soul or mind

in order to explain life and con scious ness.”7

I find myself among the dis sent ers of this view of the

impact of mod ern sci ence on issues in phi los o phy of mind. 

My the sis is that once we get clear on the cen tral first- and

sec ond-order issues in phi los o phy of mind, it becomes

 evident that stat ing and resolv ing those issues is basi cally

a (theo log i cal and) philo soph i cal mat ter for which dis cov -

er ies in the hard sci ences are largely irrel e vant. Put dif fer -

ently, these philo soph i cal issues are, with rare excep tions,

auton o mous from (and author i ta tive with respect to) the so-

called deliverances of the hard sci ences.

My main pur pose is to clar ify and defend this the sis.

In this arti cle, I shall (1) clar ify cer tain pre lim i nary notions; 

(2) defend my cen tral the sis by focus ing on select par a -

digm cases that are rep re sen ta tive of the actual dia lec tic in

the lit er a ture in phi los o phy of mind; and (3) respond to

two defeaters of my thesis.

Clarification of Important Preliminaries
Relevant to the Autonomy Thesis
Two pre lim i nar ies need clar i fi ca tion in light of the argu -

ments to fol low: (1) iden ti fi ca tion of the cen tral first- and

sec ond-order issues in phi los o phy of mind and (2) the

nature of the Auton omy and Author ity The ses.

I doubt that any list of the proper issues within a sub-

branch of phi los o phy would be com plete. Still, it is pos si -

ble to pro vide a rea son ably ade quate char ac ter iza tion of

the cen tral first-order top ics that are ubiq ui tous in the

 literature in phi los o phy of mind. Those top ics tend to

revolve around three inter re lated fam i lies of issues con sti -

tuted by the fol low ing kinds of rep re sen ta tive ques tions:8

(1) Onto log i cal Ques tions: To what is a men tal or phys i -

cal prop erty iden ti cal? To what is a men tal or phys i cal

event iden ti cal? To what is the owner of men tal prop er -

ties/events iden ti cal? What is a human per son? How are

men tal prop er ties related to men tal events (e.g., Do the

 latter exem plify or real ize the for mer?)? Are there (Aris to -

te lian or Leibnizian) essences and, if so, what is the essence 

of a men tal event or of a human per son?

(2) Epistemological Ques tions: How do we come to have

knowl edge or jus ti fied beliefs about other minds and about

our own minds? Is there a proper epistemic order to first-

per son knowl edge of one’s own mind and third-per son

knowl edge of other minds? How reli able is first-per son

intro spec tion and what is its nature (e.g., a non-doxastic

seem ing or a dis po si tion to believe)? If reli able, should

first-per son intro spec tion be lim ited to pro vid ing knowl -

edge about men tal states or should it be extended to

include knowl edge about one’s own ego?
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(3) Seman tic Ques tions: What is a mean -

ing? What is a lin guis tic entity and how is it

related to a mean ing? Is thought reduc ible to 

or a nec es sary con di tion for lan guage use?

How do the terms in our com mon-sense

psy cho log i cal vocab u lary get their mean ing?

The main sec ond-order top ics in phi los o -

phy of mind revolve around a fourth kind of

rep re sen ta tive questions:

(4) Meth od olog i cal Ques tions: How should

one pro ceed in ana lyz ing and resolv ing the

first-order issues that con sti tute the phi los o -

phy of mind? What is the proper order

between phi los o phy and sci ence? Should we 

adopt some form of philo soph i cal nat u ral -

ism, set aside so-called first phi los o phy, and

engage top ics in phi los o phy of mind within

a frame work of our empir i cally best-attested 

the o ries rel e vant to those top ics? What is the 

role of thought exper i ments in phi los o phy of 

mind and how does the “first-per son point

of view” fac tor into gen er at ing the mate ri als

for for mu lat ing those thought exper i ments?

These are the sorts of ques tions that form

the warp and woof of phi los o phy of mind.

To clar ify the Auton omy and Author ity The -

ses, I can do no better than cite advo cate

George Bealer’s state ment of them:

I wish to rec om mend two the ses. [1] The

auton omy of phi los o phy: Among the cen -

tral ques tions of phi los o phy that can be 

answered by one stan dard the o ret i cal

means or another, most can in prin-

ciple be answered by philo soph i cal

inves ti ga tion and argu ment with out

rely ing sub stan tively on the sci ences.

[2] The author ity of phi los o phy: Inso far

as science and phi los o phy pur port to

answer the same cen tral philo soph i cal

ques tions, in most cases the sup port

that sci ence could in prin ci ple pro vide

for those answers is not as strong as

that which phi los o phy could in prin ci -

ple pro vide for its answers. So, should

there be con flicts, the author ity of phi -

los o phy in most cases can be greater in

prin ci ple.9

Of the two, the Auton omy The sis is less

con tro ver sial and, in my view, clearly cor -

rect, at least in cer tain areas out side phi los o -

phy of mind. Debates about uni ver sals, the

sta tus of the iden tity of indiscernibles, the

mer its of foundationalism, the appro pri ate -

ness of nat u ral ized epis te mol ogy, and so

forth are car ried out with vir tu ally no regard 

what ever for the lat est find ings in chem is try

or phys ics. Most of the first- and sec ond-

order top ics in phi los o phy of mind are sim i -

larly auton o mous, or so I shall shortly argue.

The Prin ci ple of Author ity is more con -

tro ver sial, but in my opin ion, not for the

 reason that may first come to mind. At first

glance, ambiv a lence toward or rejec tion of

the prin ci ple may arise from the idea that

sci ence is, in gen eral, a supe rior guide to

joint areas of explo ra tion. I think this idea is

wrong. In my view, the con tro ver sial nature

of the Author ity Prin ci ple derives from the

fact that, in those cases where philo soph i cal

con sid er ations carry more weight than sci -

en tific ones, it is usu ally open to some one

to adopt an anti-real ist depic tion of the rel e -

vant sci en tific view, to operationalize the

rel e vant terms that con sti tute it, and to avoid 

epistemic con flict by resort ing to an auton -

omy depic tion of the philo soph i cal and sci -

en tific aspects of the dis puted area.

As an illus tra tion, con sider debates about 

the nature of time. It seems to be widely

accepted, per haps on the basis of sim plic ity

con sid er ations, that the sci en tific fac tors are

best cap tured by a B-series view of time.

For the sake of argu ment, let us grant that

this is cor rect. Let us also grant that there are

pow er ful, over rid ing, uniquely philo soph i -

cal con sid er ations (e.g., from cer tain con sid -

er ations about tem po ral indexicals) for an

A-series view of time. In this case, one may

hold that the Author ity The sis has been sat -

is fied. How ever, it is also pos si ble to advert

to the Auton omy The sis by claim ing that

 science is merely inter ested in empir i cal or

mea sured time, but phi los o phy is inter ested

in the essence of time itself. Thus, it is tricky

to make an author ity claim stick, and I shall

not attempt to do so here. Instead, my pur -

pose is to defend the Auton omy The sis as

stated by Bealer and as applied to the cen tral 

first- and sec ond-order issues in phi los o phy

of mind.

Two Paradigm Case Studies on
Behalf of the Autonomy Thesis
Per haps I am naive, but I think that once we

get before us the four fam i lies of ques tions

listed above, it becomes evi dent that sci en -

tific dis cov er ies play vir tu ally no role at all

in for mu lat ing or resolv ing those issues. In
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any case, I have selected, almost at ran dom, two par a digm

case debates in phi los o phy-of-mind lit er a ture to serve as

illus tra tions of the Auton omy The sis. 

Case One: Churchland’s Matter and Consciousness
Case one involves Paul Churchland’s treat ment of two

 different approaches to closely related seman tic and epi -

stemic issues.10 Accord ing to Churchland, a pop u lar phys -

icalist approach to these issues—one which he favors—is

the net work the ory of mean ing for the terms in our psy -

cho log i cal vocab u lary. On this approach, one looks not for

an onto log i cal anal y sis of mean ing itself, but rather for a

the ory about how psy cho log i cal terms get mean ing. The

best way to embark on this quest is to start with a third-

per son per spec tive and focus on pub licly acces si ble lan -

guage to see how terms in folk psy chol ogy get their usage.

These terms pri mar ily func tion in a the ory as the o ret i cal

terms used to explain/pre dict other peo ple’s behav ior.

More over, says Churchland, as the o ret i cal terms, they get

their mean ing by their rela tion ships to laws, prin ci ples,

and other terms in the entire the ory in which they are

embed ded.

In [Churchland’s] Mat ter and Con scious -

ness, … sci en tific in for ma tion co mes in

the sec ond half of the book, and it plays

ab so lutely no role what ever in pre sent -

ing the core philo soph i cal is sues and

ar gu ments in the first half of the book. 

For Churchland, the epistemic approach most suited to

this seman tic the ory is one which starts with third-per son

ques tions about knowl edge of other minds and assim i lates 

first-per son to third-per son knowl edge. We are jus ti fied in 

apply ing a men tal term to another crea ture just in case this

pro vides the best expla na tion for and pre dic tion of the

crea ture’s behav ior. Churchland claims that one’s jus ti fi ca -

tion here need owe noth ing at all to one’s exam i na tion of

one’s own case. Accord ing to Churchland, it fol lows that

one could jus ti fi ably apply a men tal term such as “pain” to 

a crea ture and, thus, know its mean ing, even if one had

never had the relevant experience himself.

Regard ing self-con scious ness and knowl edge of one’s

own mind, Churchland char ac ter izes self-con scious ness as 

the abil ity to use a lin guis tic net work to judge that one’s

var i ous men tal states sat isfy the inter lock ing net work of

folk psy chol ogy. Thus, self-con scious ness is largely some -

thing that is learned. More over, accord ing to Churchland,

all per cep tion is the ory-laden, includ ing self-“per cep tion,” 

and self-con scious ness is essen tially lin guis tic behav ior

of a cer tain sort. Space con sid er ations pre vent me from

pre sent ing Churchland’s largely accu rate depic tion of a

dualist approach to these ques tions, but it involves a com -

mit ment to such things as irre duc ible self-pre sent ing

prop er ties, first-per son intro spec tion and ostensive def i ni -

tion, epistemic move ment from the first- to the third-

 person, non-doxastic men tal states as tem po rally and

epistemically prior to con cepts and judg ments, and mean -

ings that are not essen tially lin guis tic.

Who is right in this debate? And what fac tors are rel e vant 

to this ques tion? The answers, of course, are com pli cated,

and the dia log involves thought exper i ments that, in my

view, derive their force from first-per son intro spec tion,

debates about pri vate lan guages, anal y ses of the rela tion -

ship between thought and lan guage, and so on. What is

less com pli cated is that fac tual infor ma tion in the hard sci -

ences is vir tu ally irrel e vant to these issues. Almost no

book in phi los o phy of mind where these issues are dis -

cussed con tains any detailed sci en tific infor ma tion that

plays a role in the dis cus sion. Curi ously, while Churchland

him self is a physicalist and an advo cate of nat u ral ism as a

sec ond-order meth od olog i cal the sis, and while he does

include sci en tific infor ma tion in Mat ter and Con scious ness,

that sci en tific infor ma tion comes in the sec ond half of the

book and it plays abso lutely no role what ever in pre sent -

ing the core philo soph i cal issues and argu ments in the first 

half of the book. Thus, his actual prac tice under scores the

Auton omy The sis.

Case Two: Kim’s Philosophy of Mind
For my sec ond par a digm case, I select Jaegwon Kim’s dis -

cus sion of type iden tity physicalism.11 Accord ing to Kim,

advo cates of type iden tity physicalism are com mit ted to at 

least three the ses. They are:

T1: Lawlike men tal type/phys i cal type cor re la tions ex ist.

T2: Men tal type/phys i cal type iden tity state ments are con -

tin gent, em pir i cal, the o ret i cal iden tity state ments with

non-syn on y mous yet co-re fer ring ex pres sions.

T3: A prop erty ex em pli fi ca tion view of events, or some -

thing very close to it, is cor rect.

Accord ing to Kim, T1 is jus ti fied on the basis of empir i -

cal evi dence. Since my pur pose here is not to eval u ate

directly type iden tity physicalism and to fore stall objec -

tions to it from mul ti ple real iza tion, we may rela tivize the

cor re la tions it expresses to spe cies or indi vid ual organ -

isms or we may just grant it for the sake of argu ment. The

impor tant ques tion for our pur poses is this: Do sci en tific

con sid er ations play a role in assess ing type iden tity

physicalism and, if so, how impor tant is that role rel a tive

to the one philo soph i cal con sid er ations play?

It seems to me that sci en tific con sid er ations play lit tle

or no role at all in assess ing T1–T3. Due to space con sid er -
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ations, I shall limit my remarks to T1 and T2.

The hard sci ences, indeed, do play an impor -

tant role in estab lish ing the cor re la tions in

ques tion, and it may well be that future

 discoveries will make them increas ingly

 precise. Even here, how ever, we must not

over state the role of the hard sci ences. In

this arti cle, I can not enter a debate about

meth od ol ogy in the hard sci ences, but that

meth od ol ogy seems essen tially to employ a

third-per son approach to the rel e vant objects

of study.12 Since the cor re la tions expressed

in T1 rely on first-per son intro spec tive

reports, they are not as straight for wardly

empir i cal as, say, the cor re la tions between

tem per a ture and pres sure in a gas. More -

over, estab lish ing these cor re la tions for com -

plex men tal states, such as one’s view of

mod ern ist epis te mol ogy, is vir tu ally impos -

si ble and will require, among other things, a

deci sion about the proper cri te rion for prop -

erty iden tity (e.g., a course- or fine-grained

cri te rion).13 Still, the hard sci ences cru cially

are involved in estab lish ing the data for which 

type iden tity physicalism is an expla na tion.

What about T2? For three rea sons, sci en -

tific con sid er ations are vir tu ally irrel e vant

for its assess ment. First, it is far from clear

that the alleged the o ret i cal iden ti ties to

which men tal/phys i cal type cor re la tions

are assim i lated (e.g., color and wave length)

are iden ti ties and not cor re la tions. Cru cial

con sid er ations in that dis cus sion are those

rel e vant to assess ing the nature and mind

inde pend ence of sec ond ary qual i ties, and the

nature of intentionality is at the core of that

debate. And even if these are taken as iden ti -

ties, Kripkean con sid er ations (e.g., with color

there is a dif fer ence between appear ance

and real ity not pres ent in, say, pain) are rel e -

vant for attempts to take them as proper

anal o gies for men tal/phys i cal type iden ti ties.

Sec ond, there are var i ous ways to ana lyze 

the cor re la tions, and these are not rival sci -

en tific par a digms nor are the cen tral issues

that divide them sci en tific. Kim him self lists

seven empir i cally equiv a lent views: causal

interactionism, pre-estab lished har mony,

occasionalism, the dou ble-aspect view, epi -

phenomenalism, emergentism, and type

iden tity physicalism.14 No mat ter where one

comes down on this debate, the rea sons

for one’s choice will be philo soph i cal, not

sci en tific.

Third, what about the role of the o ret i cal

sim plic ity in this dis pute? Kim claims that

the o ret i cal sim plic ity is a mark of a good

 theory and type iden tity physicalists assert

that appli ca tion of sim plic ity to this debate

decides it in their favor. 

Since my pur pose is to assess the Auton -

omy The sis and not type iden tity physi cal -

ism, the ques tion before us is whether the

intro duc tion of sim plic ity into the debate

turns it into one in which sci en tific con sid er -

ations are the rel e vant fac tors in resolv ing it.

For two rea sons, a neg a tive answer must be

given to this ques tion. For one thing, most

dualists do not take their views to be pri mar -

ily the o ries; rather, they see dual ism as a

report about what is known of men tal prop -

er ties/events and the self through first-

 person aware ness. So sim plic ity is irrel e vant 

to most dualist claims, and argu ments about

the role of sim plic ity will be dis tinc tively

philo soph i cal ones.

Sec ond, a good the ory should exhibit

 several epistemic vir tues: fac tual accu racy,

pre dic tive suc cess, inter nal clar ity, sim plic -

ity, abil ity to han dle exter nal con cep tual

prob lems, com port ment with proper meth -

od olog i cal rules, and so on. Often, debates

between advo cates of rival the o ries are

debates about the rel a tive mer its of dif fer ent

epistemic vir tues and, gen er ally speak ing,

these debates are not sci en tific in nature. This

is espe cially true of the debate about type

iden tity physicalism. To see this, con sider

the fol low ing claim by Roderick Chis holm:

Let us con sider some par tic u lar

psycho physical iden tity state ment—

the state ment, say, that think ing about

uni corns is the same thing as to have

Q fibres that vibrate in man ner N. One

can not under stand such a state ment, of 

course, unless one can grasp or con -

ceive the prop erty or prop er ties that

are referred to … To the extent that we

can under stand the state ment in ques -

tion, we can see that the two prop er ties

referred to are not the same prop erty—

just as we can see that the prop erty of

believ ing that all men are mor tal is dif -

fer ent from that of won der ing whether

there is life in outer space. It has been

held, not implau si bly, that to deny the

valid ity of such ratio nal insights is

to undermine the pos si bil ity of every

type of rea son ing.15
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Under ly ing Chis holm’s argu ment is an epistemic pri or -

ity given to first-per son intro spec tive knowl edge of the

intrin sic fea tures of men tal prop er ties over third-per son

knowl edge of facts about other peo ple. Now, just exactly

what con sid er ation from the hard sci ences and for which

sci en tists are the appro pri ate experts is the rel e vant one for 

assess ing the strength of Chis holm’s argu ment rel a tive to

the use of sim plic ity to jus tify type iden tity physicalism?

It is hard to see what it could be.

In a way, the dualist is in a dia lec ti cal dis ad van tage

because he or she takes his or her view to be obvi ous in

light of first-per son intro spec tion. Thus, many dualist

argu ments, e.g., the Knowl edge Argu ment or the Sim ple

Argu ment, involve thought exper i ments that point to our

direct knowl edge of men tal enti ties, and the dualist invites 

oth ers to attend to what he or she believes is a mat ter of

common sense knowl edge.16 The dualist will be inclined to

agree with Searle’s remark that if one is unwill ing to admit 

that one is con scious, one needs ther apy not an argu ment.17

In a sim i lar man ner, an advo cate of the Auton omy

 Thesis is in a dia lec ti cal dis ad van tage. He or she takes the

the sis to be fairly obvi ous and invites oth ers to attend to

the actual dialogical issues as they pep per the pages of

 literature in phi los o phy of mind, believ ing that one will

sim ply be able to see that those issues are largely philo -

soph i cal and not sci en tific.

In my opin ion, there is no straight-

 forward sci en tific ev i dence for philo -

soph i cal nat u ral ism and, a for ti ori, no

such ev i dence for its em ploy ment to set

the terms of de bate in phi los o phy of mind.

This is pre cisely what I have tried to do in this sec tion.

If my claims on behalf of the Auton omy The sis are per sua -

sive, then it will not do for phi los o phers, such as David

Papineau, to adopt philo soph i cal nat u ral ism prior to

enter ing the debate in phi los o phy of mind as a way of lim -

it ing the rel e vant con sid er ations to those in the empir i cal

sci ences and of shift ing a sub stan tial bur den of proof onto

dualists.18 The sim ple fact is that those rel e vant issues are

not sci en tific and, more over, sec ond-order argu ments for

or against philo soph i cal nat u ral ism are not them selves sci -

en tific. It is not sci ence that says the world con sists entirely 

of aggre gates of par ti cles stand ing in fields of force. It is

philo soph i cal nat u ral ists who are mak ing claims about the 

lim its of ontol ogy and epis te mol ogy, and those claims are

them selves philo soph i cal, not sci en tific. 

In my opin ion, there is no straight for ward sci en tific

evi dence for philo soph i cal nat u ral ism and, a for ti ori, no

such evi dence for its employ ment to set the terms of

debate in phi los o phy of mind. If some one thinks I am

wrong about this, he or she is invited to state the sci en tific

evidence that a theist or dualist could not accommodate

easily into his or her views.

Response to Two Counterarguments
There are two counter argu ments to the Auton omy The sis

I want to con sider. Both of them have been stated nicely

by Nancey Murphy. First, Murphy claims that while

 substance dual ism can not be proven false, nev er the less,

“biol ogy, neu ro sci ence, and cog ni tive sci ence have pro -

vided accounts of the depend ence on phys i cal pro cesses of 

spe cific fac ul ties once attrib uted to the soul.”19 Accord ing

to Murphy, “sci ence has pro vided a mas sive amount of

evi dence sug gest ing that we need not pos tu late the exis -

tence of an entity such as a soul or mind in order to explain 

life and con scious ness.”20 Thus, since advances in sci ence

have pro vided detailed accounts of men tal/phys i cal

depend en cies which make pos tu la tion of the soul oti ose,

the Auton omy The sis is false, at least in this case.

I have three responses to this argu ment. First, many

sub stance dualists do not believe in a sub stan tial ego pri -

mar ily because it is a the o ret i cal pos tu late with supe rior

explan a tory power. Rather, they take the ego to be some -

thing of which peo ple are directly aware. The point is not

that they are right about peo ple’s aware ness of the self.

Given this dualist approach, the point is that advances in

our knowl edge of men tal/phys i cal depend en cies are sim -

ply beside the point. The debate about which approach is

the fun da men tal one for defend ing sub stance dual ism is

not some thing for which advances in sci en tific knowledge

are relevant.

Sec ond, in those cases where sub stance dual ism is pos -

tu lated as the best expla na tion for a range of pur ported

facts, those facts typ i cally are not the sci en tific ones Murphy 

men tions, but rather, are dis tinc tively philo soph i cal ones,

usu ally sur faced from common sense beliefs based in first-

per son non-doxastic seemings. Argu ments from the unity

of con scious ness, the pos si bil ity of dis em bod ied sur vival

or body switches, the best view of an agent to sup port

agent cau sa tion, the meta phys i cal impli ca tions from the

use of the indexical “I” are typ i cal of argu ments offered by

sub stance dualists, and the facts Murphy men tions are

not par tic u larly rel e vant for assess ing these argu ments.

Those sci en tific facts or oth ers lurk ing in the neigh bor -

hood (e.g., split brain phe nom ena) may pro vide dif fi cul -

ties for cer tain ver sions of sub stance dual ism, but they are

not deci sive—dualists have pro vided rea son able responses

to them—and, in any case, they are less impor tant than the 

philo soph i cal issues men tioned above.
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Fi nally, con trary to what Murphy claims,

the dis cov ery of “the de pend ence on phys i -

cal pro cesses of spe cific fac ul ties once at trib -

uted to the soul” does not pro vide suf fi cient

grounds for at trib ut ing those fac ul ties to the

brain rather than to the soul. (Af ter all, are

dualists sup posed to think that men tal/

phys i cal cor re la tions or causal re la tions are

vague and un wieldy and not spe cific and

reg u lar?) To see this, it is im por tant to un der -

stand how the term “fac ulty” his tor i cally

has been used in dis cus sions of sub stances

in gen eral and of the soul in par tic u lar.21

Roughly, a fac ulty of some par tic u lar sub -

stance is a nat u ral group ing of re sem bling

ca pac i ties or po ten ti al i ties pos sessed by that

thing. For ex am ple, the var i ous ca pac i ties to

hear sounds would con sti tute a per son’s

 auditory fac ulty. More over, a ca pac ity gets

its iden tity and proper meta phys i cal cat e go -

ri za tion from the type of prop erty it ac tu al -

izes. The na ture of a ca pac ity-to-ex em plify-F 

is prop erly char ac ter ized by F it self. Thus,

the ca pac ity to re flect light is properly

 considered as a phys i cal, op ti cal ca pac ity.

This fact about the proper cat e go ri za tion of

a ca pac ity is one rea son why some phi los o -

phers,  per haps in re li ance on sim plic ity

 considerations, have sought to re duce or

elim i nate dis po si tions to rid them from their

on tol ogy in fa vor of their as so ci ated cat e gor -

i cal  properties. Ac cord ing to prop erty dual -

ists, the ca pac i ties for var i ous men tal states

are  mental and not phys i cal ca pac i ties. Thus, 

the fac ul ties con sti tuted by those ca pac i ties

are men tal and not phys i cal fac ul ties.

Now, argu ably, a par tic u lar is the kind of

thing it is in vir tue of the actual and poten -

tial prop er ties/fac ul ties essen tial and intrin -

sic to it. Thus, a descrip tion of the fac ul ties of 

a thing pro vide accu rate infor ma tion about

the kind of par tic u lar that has those fac ul -

ties. For exam ple, a descrip tion of the (irre -

duc ible) dis po si tions of gold pro vide us with

infor ma tion about the sort of thing gold is.

It seems to me that a descrip tion of a

 particular’s capac i ties/fac ul ties is a more

accu rate source of infor ma tion about what

kind of thing that par tic u lar is than is an

anal y sis of the causal/func tional con di tions

rel e vant for the par tic u lar to act in var i ous

ways. This is because the causal/func tional

con di tions rel e vant to a par tic u lar’s actions

can either be clues to the intrin sic nature of

that par tic u lar or else infor ma tion about

some other entity that the par tic u lar relates

to in exhibiting a particular causal action.

For exam ple, if Smith needs to use a mag net

to pick up cer tain unreach able iron fil ings,

infor ma tion about the pre cise nature of the

mag net and its role in Smith’s action does

not tell us much about the nature of Smith

(except that he is depend ent in his func tional 

abil i ties on other things, e.g., the mag net).

We surely would not con clude that the

actual and poten tial prop er ties of a mag net

are clues to Smith’s inner nature. Sim i larly,

a descrip tion of the intrin sic fea tures of a

chem i cal com pound is more rel e vant for

 getting at its essen tial nature than is a

descrip tion of the fea tures of a cat a lyst upon

which that com pound depends for causal

interaction with other compounds. 

In the same way, func tional depend ence

on causal rela tions to the brain are of much

less value in tell ing us what kind of thing a

human per son is than is a care ful descrip tion 

of the kind-defin ing men tal capac i ties (i.e.,

fac ul ties) human per sons as such pos sess.

In this case, var i ous forms of nonreductive

physicalism and sub stance dual ism are

empir i cally equiv a lent the ses and, in fact,

there is no nonquestion-beg ging the o ret i cal

vir tue (e.g., sim plic ity, fruit ful ness) that can

set tle the debate if it is lim ited to being a

 scientific debate. But it should not be so lim -

ited and, indeed, par a digm case sub stance

dualists such as F. R. Ten nant approached

the sub ject of the nature of the self and its

rela tion ship to fac ul ties from a dis tinc tively

first-per son intro spec tive point of view. The

choice to side with Murphy over against

Ten nant can not be made on the basis of

detailed sci en tific cor re la tions. Rather, it must

be made on the basis of fac tors such as one’s

eval u a tion of the strength of first-per son

aware ness of the self and its con scious life.22

Murphy’s sec ond counter argu ment is

that we should take physicalism not merely

as a philo soph i cal the sis, but pri mar ily as

the hard core of a sci en tific research pro -

gram. Accord ing to Murphy, if we look at

physicalism—in her case, a spe cific ver sion

of nonreductive physicalism—not as a philo -

soph i cal the sis but as a sci en tific the ory, then 

there is ample sci en tific evi dence for it.23

If one fol lows Murphy’s advice, then the

Auton omy The sis will have to be set aside.

For at least two rea sons, I think Murphy’s
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rec om men da tion is ill-advised and ques tion- begging. For

one thing, it is entirely unclear as to how physicalism in

any of its forms is actu ally used as the “hard core of a sci -

en tific research pro gram” in a way rel e vant to debates in

phi los o phy of mind. To see this, it will be help ful to get

before us some impor tant points made by Alvin Plantinga

and Bas C. van Fraasen.

Plantinga con trasts Duhemian and Augus tin ian sci ence 

derived, respec tively, from the ideas of Pierre Duhem and

St. Augus tine.24 Accord ing to Duhem, reli gious and, more

impor tantly, meta phys i cal doc trines often have entered

into phys i cal the ory. Many phys i cal sci en tists have seen

their job as offer ing an expla na tion of the phe nom ena,

the appear ances, in terms of under ly ing mate rial causes.

A prof fered char ac ter iza tion of those causes often employs 

divi sive meta phys i cal com mit ments as when Aris to telians,

Cartesians, and atom ists gave dis pa rate accounts of the

phe nom e non of mag ne tism.

If the aim of phys i cal the ory is to explain phe nom ena in 

terms of the ulti mate nature of their causes, says Duhem,

then phys i cal sci ence becomes sub or di nate to meta phys -

ics, and is no lon ger an auton o mous sci ence. In this case,

esti mates of the worth of a phys i cal the ory will depend

upon the meta phys ics one adopts. When prac ti tio ners of

an area of phys i cal sci ence embrace dif fer ent meta phys i cal 

schemes, prog ress is impeded because there is a com pro -

mise in the coop er a tion needed for prog ress. Suc cess ful

sci ence, if it is to be com mon to all, should not employ reli -

gious or meta phys i cal com mit ments only accept able to

some, including theism or physicalist naturalism.

For Duhem, it is not the absence of meta phys ics as such

that serves the pru den tial inter ests of sci ence, but of meta -

phys i cal views that divide us. Accord ing to Plantinga,

Augus tin ian sci ence stands in con trast to Duhemian

 science. Roughly, an Augus tin ian approach to sci ence

eschews meth od olog i cal nat u ral ism, and employs reli -

gious or meta phys i cal com mit ments spe cific to a group of

prac ti tio ners not widely shared through out the sci en tific

com mu nity. Among other things, Augus tin ian sci ence

sanc tions the use of sci en tific data to jus tify a reli gious or

meta phys i cal prop o si tion spe cific to a group of practi-

tioners, at least in prin ci ple.

Accord ing to Plantinga, Duhemian sci ence will not

“employ assump tions like those, for exam ple, that seem to

under lie much cog ni tive sci ence. For exam ple, it could not

prop erly assume that mind-body dual ism is false, or that

human beings are mate rial objects; these are meta phys i cal

assump tions that divide us.”25 More gen er ally, in my view,

the fact that there is a dis tinc tion between Duhemian and

Augus tin ian sci ence and that the for mer can be prac ticed

at all seems to jus tify the Auton omy The sis by show ing

that the prog ress of and data derived in accor dance with

Duhemian sci ence are not of fun da men tal impor tance for

resolv ing the deeper meta phys i cal issues that divide

 practitioners into dif fer ent Augus tin ian camps, at least in

many cases. 

For dif fer ent rea sons, some aspects of van Fraasen’s

phi los o phy of sci ence lead to a sim i lar con clu sion. While

one need not be an antirealist to appre ci ate the point, van

Fraasen has argued that the the o ret i cal pos tu lates of a sci -

en tific the ory typ i cally go beyond the obser va tional

evi dence and, strictly speak ing, sev eral dif fer ent meta -

phys i cal char ac ter iza tions are empir i cally equiv a lent.26

More over, says van Fraasen, the pri mary goal of a sci en -

tific the ory is to be empir i cally ade quate, and accep tance

of the unobservable meta phys i cal pos tu lates of a the ory is

merely a prag matic stance taken by advo cates of a

research pro gram to con tinue searching for greater and

greater empirical adequacy.

In my view, the fact that there is a

distinction between Duhemian and

Augustinian science and that the former

can be practiced at all seems to justify the 

Autonomy Thesis …

It seems clear that this is what is actu ally going on

when sci en tists employ physicalism as the hard core of a

sci en tific research pro gram. They are sim ply prof fer ing

either phys i cally detect able oper a tional def i ni tions of

men tal states or are straight for wardly search ing for

 physical cor re lates/causal rela tions for those men tal

states. There is not a sin gle dis cov ery in neu ro sci ence (or

cog ni tive sci ence) that requires or even pro vides ade quate

jus ti fi ca tion for aban don ing prop erty or sub stance dual -

ism, since the main issues in neu ro sci ence and phi los o phy

of mind conform to the Autonomy Thesis.

In Plantingian terms, the actual suc cess of, say, neu ro -

sci ence is strictly due to its Duhemian nature. This is why

in the last few decades three Nobel Prize win ners in neu ro -

sci ence or related fields were a sub stance dualist (John C.

Eccles), an emer gent prop erty dualist (Roger Sperry), and

a strict physicalist (Fran cis Crick). What divided them was 

not a dif fer ence of opin ion about a range of sci en tific facts.

Their dif fer ences were philo soph i cal in nature.

In fact, in a recent arti cle on con scious ness and neu ro -

sci ence, Crick and Christof Koch acknowl edge that one of

the main atti tudes among neuroscientists is that the nature 

of con scious ness is “a philo soph i cal prob lem, and so best

left to phi los o phers.”27 This pos ture com ports per fectly

with Duhemian sci ence. Else where, they claim that “sci en -

tists should con cen trate on ques tions that can be exper i -

men tally resolved and leave meta phys i cal spec u la tions to
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‘late-night con ver sa tions over beer’.”28

Meth od olog i cally, Crick and Koch choose to

set aside philo soph i cal ques tions about the

nature of con scious ness, qualia, mean ing

and so forth, and study the neu ral cor re lates

of con scious ness and the causal/func tional

role of con scious states. If this is all it means

to say that physicalism is “the hard core of a

sci en tific research pro gram,” a dualist will

heart ily agree and, in any case, such a

Duhemian appro pri a tion of physicalism

under scores and does not pro vide a counter -

argu ment to the Auton omy The sis.

The mis taken notion that prog ress in

 neuroscience requires an Augus tin ian com -

mit ment to physicalism as an essen tial com -

po nent of that prog ress derives, not from the 

actual phys i cal facts of neu ro sci ence or the

actual way neu ro sci ence is prac ticed as evi -

denced by the Duhemian approach of Crick

and Koch, but from the socio log i cal fact

that many con tem po rary neuroscientists just 

hap pen to be physicalists, and many peo ple,

includ ing some phi los o phers, seem overly

impressed with the cul tural author ity of

sci ence.

Sec ond, when sci en tists study the causal

cor re lates/func tional rela tions between con -

scious states or the self and the brain, they

must rely on first-per son reports about those 

states them selves. To see this, con sider the

bind ing prob lem delin eated by John Searle:

I need to say some thing about what

neurobiologists call ‘the bind ing prob -

lem.’ We know that the visual sys tem

has cells and indeed regions that are

spe cially respon sive to par tic u lar fea -

tures of objects such as color, shape,

move ment, lines, angles, etc. But when

we see an object we have a uni fied

expe ri ence of a sin gle object. How

does the brain bind all of these dif fer -

ent stim uli into a sin gle, uni fied

expe ri ence of an object? The prob lem

extends across the dif fer ent modes of

per cep tion. All of my expe ri ences at

pres ent are part of one big uni fied

 conscious expe ri ence (Kant, with his

usual gift for catchy phrases, called

this “the tran scen den tal unity of

apperception”).29

Sci en tists are seek ing to find a region of

the brain that “uni fies” all the dif fer ent stim -

uli that acti vate var i ous parts of the brain.

But exactly why would any one think that

such uni fi ca tion should be sought? Cer tainly 

not from an empir i cal inves ti ga tion of the

brain itself. Rather, we know from first-

 person intro spec tion—in my view, of our

own sub stan tial selves and our con scious

states—that all of our expe ri ences are uni -

fied into one field of con scious ness and, in

fact, are pos sessed by one uni fied I, and it

is on the basis of this knowl edge that the

 scientific research pro gram is jus ti fied and

moti vated. More over, Wil liam Hasker has

argued that the phe nom ena which under lie

this research is best explained by (emer gent)

sub stance dual ism.30 Whether Hasker is

right or not is itself a philo soph i cal matter

that illustrates the Autonomy Thesis.

Given that (1) sub stance and prop erty

dual ism are widely acknowl edged to be the

common sense posi tion based on first-per son 

intro spec tion, and (2) the task of argu ing for

or against dual ism so grounded is a philo -

soph i cal one, and (3) neuroscientific research

must rely on first-per son intro spec tive

reports, the Auton omy The sis seems to cap -

ture ade quately the role of pre-philo soph i cal 

intu itions and dis tinc tively philo soph i cal

issues in neu ro sci ence. The debate between

dualists and physicalists is not about sci en -

tific facts. It is about things such as the sta tus 

of first-per son intro spec tion as a source of

jus ti fi ca tion for common sense beliefs about

the self and con scious ness, the sta tus of

philo soph i cal knowl edge, and the proper

philo soph i cal inter pre ta tion of the role of

physicalism in sci en tific research.

I think that the truth of the Auton omy

The sis is what phi los o phers should have

expected all along, and it con sti tutes philo -

soph i cal self-under stand ing through out the

his tory of phi los o phy up to and includ ing

the pres ent. In his 1886 lec tures on the lim i ta -

tions of sci en tific mate ri al ism, John Tyn dall

claimed that “the chasm between the two

classes of phe nom ena” is of such a nature

that we might estab lish empir i cal asso ci a -

tion between them, but it

would still remain intel lec tu ally

impass able. Let the con scious ness of

love, for exam ple, be asso ci ated with a

right-handed spi ral motion of the mol -

e cules in the brain, and the con scious -

ness of hate with a left-handed spi ral

motion. We should then know when

we love that the motion is in one direc -
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tion, and when we hate that the motion is in the other; 

but the ‘WHY’ would remain as unan swer able as

before.31

Noth ing sub stan tial has changed since Tyn dall made

this remark. Spe cif i cally, no advance in knowl edge of the

spec i fic ity of detail regard ing the cor re la tions between

men tal and phys i cal states pro vides any evi dence against

dual ism or, more impor tantly, against the Auton omy The -

sis. When phi los o phers write about or teach top ics in

phi los o phy of mind, they do not avail them selves of spe -

cific infor ma tion in the hard sci ences because it is not

rel e vant to their issues. In eval u at ing func tion al ism, it

does not mat ter if one claims that a func tional state is real -

ized by brain state alpha or by a more detailed description

of the relevant brain state.

No advance in knowl edge of the spec i fic -

ity of detail regard ing the cor re la tions

between men tal and phys i cal states

 provides any evi dence against dual ism

or, more impor tantly, against the

Auton omy Thesis. 

If one reads the lit er a ture in phi los o phy of mind, one

will find that sci en tific data play vir tu ally no role at all in

the anal y sis or argu ments. In fact, it is rare for a philo soph -

i cal text in phi los o phy of mind to include any sci en tific

infor ma tion. As was men tioned above, a nota ble excep tion 

to this rule is Paul Churchland’s Mat ter and Con scious ness.

Curi ously, the sci en tific infor ma tion is con tained in the

last half of the book, and it plays no role what ever in the

seman tic, epistemic, and onto log i cal debates discussed in

the first half!

The same can not be said, how ever, of sci en tific dis cus -

sions of top ics in these areas. To cite one illus tra tion, after

claim ing to set aside philo soph i cal issues in order to focus

on the more impor tant empir i cal issues, Crick and Koch’s

dis cus sion of con scious ness and neu ro sci ence is lit er ally

teem ing with philo soph i cal claims about top ics philo soph -

i cal and with which they qua sci en tists are inad e quately

equipped to deal. For exam ple, they claim: 

Phi los o phers, in their care free way, have invented a

crea ture they call a “zom bie,” who is sup posed to act

just as nor mal peo ple do but to be com pletely uncon -

scious. This seems to us to be an unten a ble sci en tific

idea, …32

Relatedly, in con sid er ing whether two peo ple in a sim i -

lar brain state would expe ri ence the same quale, they say: 

One is there fore tempted to use the phi los o pher’s

favor ite tool, the thought exper i ment. Unfor tu nately, 

this enter prise is fraught with haz ards, since it inev i -

ta bly makes assump tions about how brains behave,

and most of these assump tions have so lit tle exper i -

men tal sup port that con clu sions based on them are

val ue less.33

Crick and Koch seem to have a poor grasp on the role

of thought exper i ments in philo soph i cal argu men ta tion

(Does the Knowl edge Argu ment advo cate make assump -

tions about how brains work in the actual world?). In any

case, when com pared to philo soph i cal treat ments of top ics 

in phi los o phy of mind, the dis cus sion by Crick and Koch

illus trates an assymmetry between neu ro sci ence and phi -

los o phy of mind and, there fore, the Auton omy The sis.

Sci en tists can not ade quately dis cuss the cen tral top ics in

phi los o phy of mind with out mak ing sub stan tive philo -

soph i cal claims, but phi los o phers need not dis cuss

sci en tific data to treat ade quately these same philo soph i cal 

issues. This is true cur rently and through out the his tory of

phi los o phy, and it is what one would expect if the

Autonomy Thesis were true.

Does the Auton omy The sis mean that sci ence plays no

role in philo soph i cal dis cus sion? No, it does not. Sci ence is 

espe cially impor tant when it comes to study ing details

about the causal rela tions between mind and body, and

when phi los o phers have erred in the past, they have done

so when they have used philo soph i cal the ses to answer

empir i cal, causal ques tions, e.g., using vital ism or ani mal

spir its in an attempt to answer effi cient causal ques tions

about the pre cise nature of mind/body inter ac tion. Again,

on a cer tain view of agent cau sa tion accord ing to which a

lib er tar ian act cre ates a small amount of energy, sci en tific

inves ti ga tion could, in prin ci ple, con firm or fal sify this

view, though I have argued else where that the sci en tific

role in this case is not as straight for ward as one might

think.34 But the areas where sci ence is rel e vant are not

 central to the main first- and sec ond-order philo soph i cal

issues listed at the beginning of this article.

If I am right about all this, then if some one is going to

be a mind/body physicalist, he or she can not appeal to

 science to jus tify that com mit ment. It may well be that

in first-per son intro spec tion one dis cov ers one to be con -

sti tuted by animality, or there may be over rid ing

philo soph i cal and theo log i cal argu ments for physicalism,

though I sus pect that these con ces sions will be a hard sell

to many of us. Explain ing why I have these sus pi cions

must be left for another occa sion, but one thing seems

clear. When ever and wher ever that dia log takes place, it

will be a nice illus tra tion of the Autonomy Thesis. ]
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