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Will we ever solve the mind-body problem? Will we ever understand how the Dijin of consciousness arises out of entirely physical processes in the brain? Some philosophers—the Cartesian dualists from Chapter 2—say that we know the solution to the mind-body problem: the mind, including consciousness, causally affects physical features of the world, but is not itself a physical feature of the world. Other philosophers—the Mysterians from Chapter 4—claim that we will never solve the mind-body problem because arriving at a solution to it is beyond our intellectual capacities. Still others—some of the physicalists that we visited in Chapter 4—think that we just need to be patient and we’ll eventually understand how the mind is itself a physical feature of the world. What all of these takes on the mind-body problem have in common is that they assume that the problem makes sense; that is, they assume that we know what we are talking about when we ask whether the mind is a physical feature of the world; they assume that the question, “is the mind is physical?” is meaningful. But is it?  

In ordinary language, we might use  the term “physical” in contrast with virtual, as when you ask for a physical copy of a form you need to sign (or at least we did this before the ubiquity of electronic signatures). In ordinary language we might also contrast “physical” with “bodily” as when, after spending a day in front of your computer, you say, “I need to do something physical.” However, neither of these meanings capture what philosophers intend for the term “physical,” to mean when they claim that the mind is physical. The philosopher who is interested in whether the mind is physical would see both the “soft-copy” and the hard copy as physical and would not think your status as a physical being is contingent upon whether you are sitting on your couch or out running a marathon. What, then, does it mean to be physical?  


Descartes had an elegant answer to this question.  He held that the essence of the physical, or of body, is extension—extension in length, breadth, and depth. Today, however, given that physicists posit point particles, which are purported to have no extension at all, this answer, as elegant as it may be, is not satisfactory. Point particles are nothing to fear for the physicalist, that is, for one who thinks that everything is physical. Thus today, a different notion of the physical must be at stake in philosophical discussions about the mind-problem. But what is this notion? 


Some philosophers have argued that because we have no notion of what it means to be physical, the mind-body problem dissolves. The linguist and philosopher Noam Chomsky is one such individual.  He claims that although we use the term “physical” to mean a variety of things in ordinary discourse, there is no conception of the physical that can make sense of this supposedly deep philosophical puzzle that we call the “mind-body problem.” The problem dissolves, on Chomsky’s view, not because we have solved it, but because the problem itself does not make sense. I call the question of how to understand what it means to be physical in the context of debates over the mind-body problem, “the body problem,” and uncovering its importance to the standard debates over physicalism as well as providing some possible responses to it is the central focus of this chapter. 

The Thinning of Matter
Though Chomsky perhaps crystallized the argument, the idea that there is no conception of the physical that is capable of grounding the mind-body problem is not new. Indeed, the German philosopher Gottleib Hegel made this point in 1830 when he spoke of how the physics of his day fails to suggest a conception of matter, wherein matter is diametrically opposed to mind. In the Encyclopaedia, Hegel (1830/1971, §389) tells us that “the soul is no separate immaterial entity,” not because the soul or mind is material in the sense of solid, weighty matter, but rather because matter is far less material than is often presumed: “in modern times, even the physicists have found matters grow thinner in their hands.” Nearly one hundred years later, the philosopher Bertrand Russell put it like this, “matter has become as ghostly as anything in a spiritualist’s séance” 1927 (p. 104). Russell’s point: if matter is as ghostly as mind, there is no pressing problem as to how mind could be material. 
Hempel’s Dilemma


Philosophers of mind, who claim that there is a deep problem to solve must also contend with Hempel’s dilemma, named after the philosopher of science Carl Hempel, who originated it. On the one hand, Hempel argued, it seems that we cannot define the narrowly physical in terms of current physics, since current physics is most likely not correct (see Hempel 1980). Despite some physicists’ heady optimism that the end of physics is just around the corner, history cautions prudence. The end of physics has been predicted before: toward the end of the nineteenth century, just before the relativity revolution, Lord Kelvin remarked that all that is left for physics is the filling in of the next decimal place; then, in the early part of the twentieth century Max Born supposedly claimed that physics would be over in six months. And, in all likelihood, today’s claims that we’ve (just about) got it right are similarly unrealistic: today’s physics is probably neither entirely true, in the sense that some of our theories may look as wrong-headed to future generations as phlogiston theory looks to us now, nor complete, in the sense that there are still unaccounted for phenomena. Yet, on the other hand, if we take physics to be some future unspecified theory, the claim that the mind is physical is extremely vague, since we currently do not know what that theory is. And thus we cannot judge whether it is true. Moreover, if physicalism is the view that everything can be accounted for in terms of a future physics, it is still almost certainly false since it is highly likely that physics will remain incomplete and not fully accurate.  

Sometimes the response to this latter charge is that we can avoid both vagueness and the likelihood of falsity by specifying that physicalism is the view that everything is explained in terms of a true and complete physics. However, the approach, rather than leading to vagueness, leads to trivial truth since there is no question that a true and complete physics accounts for everything, or else it wouldn’t be true and complete. Furthermore, this true and complete physics could countenance phenomena that present day physicalists would want to count as nonphysical, such as the acts of pure consciousness that the physicist Eugene Wigner claimed (date?) were required to explain the collapse of the wave function. 
Reactions to the problem of defining the physical

Look, we can’t explain every term we use in philosophy.  Some terms have to remain undefined if we are ever to make any progress.  But, although we can’t define all our terms, it might seem that when asking the question of whether the mind is physical, defining what it is to be physical would seem to be exigent. 

Some take on the first horn of Hempel’s dilemma: Yes, we know that physicalism is false, but we should believe it anyway. 

Some accept what has come to be known as the via negativa approach to answering the question of what it means to be physical: to be physical is to be, at the most fundamental level, not mental.

Some say that the physical world is the world of structure and dynamics


Other accept the result and say that there is no question of physicalism.  They think we should move beyond the debate over the physical nature of the mind. 
Embodied Mind


A growing number of philosophers, who might be thought of as belonging in this last group, think of themselves as advocates for the embodied mind. 
Empirical Philosophy Mind


Another response (which is compatible with accepting the embodied mind thesis) is to look to empirical work. 

