
Scientistic stances and physicalism in the philosophy of mind 

Nowadays, physicalism comes as the prevailing position in the philosophy of mind, besides 
implicitly serving as metaphysical framework for the research in cognitive science. Interestingly, 
the commitment to physicalism is often viewed as the obvious result of the adoption of a 
naturalistic approach. In fact, physicalism and naturalism often appear to overlap in the literature, at 
least when it comes to accounting for mental phenomena. Some authors have explicitly addressed 
the question, pointing out that “naturalism is not by definition materialistic” (Clark 2016) and that a 
broadly naturalistic framework can perfectly accommodate dualist views (Levine 2016). 
Furthermore, overtly non-physicalist accounts aiming at being regarded as naturalistic have been 
defended — suffice it to think about Chalmers’ (1996, 2010) naturalistic dualism. Nonetheless, it is 
fair to state that, although physicalism may not be necessarily implied by naturalism, it is the 
naturalist’s preferred option. In addition, it is noteworthy that the rationality of physicalism is 
sometimes vindicated by appealing to the rationality of naturalism (Stoljar 2017). In this paper, I 
will focus upon a cluster of proposals qualifying as radically naturalistic and scientistic in spirit, 
with the aim of challenging the intuition that they are the best candidates for vindicating a 
physicalist view of the mind. In particular, I will argue that if naturalism goes too radical, 
physicalism about the mind cannot be consistently held. 

As widely acknowledged, naturalism is far from being a univocal notion. In fact, as Horst (2009) 
suggests, we should probably refer to a naturalistic theory-scheme, rather than to a shared 
naturalistic theory. Generally speaking, a line is usually drawn between methodological and 
philosophical (or metaphysical) versions of naturalism. The former focus on the methodological 
continuity between science and philosophy, whereas the latter are explicitly prescriptive on the 
entities, properties and relations we should admit in our theories. I will not go into the details of all 
possible options, since this would require an extremely detailed literature review. I will instead 
present a family of radically naturalistic views, largely relying on the taxonomy provided by 
Morganti and Tahko (2017).  

Starting with the positions labelled as “eliminativist”, I will consider Ritchie’s (2008) deflationary 
naturalism and Maddy’s (2007) “second philosophy”. On both these accounts, in accordance with 
an empiricist rejection of aprioristic metaphysics, philosophical inquiries should be pursued on 
purely empirical grounds. In particular, the former account prescribes to answer metaphysical 
questions by taking science “at face value”, without forcing it “into a preferred mould”, whereas the 
second views the philosopher as “born native to the laboratory”. Just to make an example, Maddy’s 
“second philosopher” would address the brain-in-a-vat hypothesis by simply ascertaining that such 
a scenario is highly implausible, given the current state of research in neuroscience. The other view 
I will take into account is Ladyman’s scientistic stance (Ladyman and Ross 2007; Ladyman 2011, 
2012, 2018), aiming at combining van Fraassen’s empirical stance and materialism. At the core of 



Ladyman’s view are two claims concerning the legitimacy of metaphysical theorizing. On the one 
hand, it is argued that an empirical testing for metaphysical positions consists in their success in 
inspiring successful scientific theories. On the other hand, it is posited that superempirical virtues 
cannot be decisive in theory choice in metaphysics, at least in so far as they are decoupled from any 
prospect of empirical success — largely understood in terms of predictive accuracy. This, combined 
with the fact that metaphysical theories are often undetermined by empirical evidence, leads to the 
conclusion that a number of metaphysical questions are nothing but “don’t cares”.   

As far as I can see, both eliminativist naturalism and Ladyman’s materialistic scientism face 
relevant difficulties when it comes to accommodating a physicalist metaphysics of mental 
properties. The crucial point is that, strictly speaking, neuroscience provides empirical evidence 
about the co-occurrence of mental phenomena and neurophysiological activations. As widely 
acknowledged, the physicalist interprets it by appealing to relations of metaphysical necessity such 
as identity, grounding, realization, etc. Data from neuroscience, however, could also be accounted 
for in terms of contingent psycho-physical laws putting in relation physical and sui generis mental 
properties. In principle, the lawful connections neuroscience unravels are perfectly compatible with 
a number of non-physicalist metaphysical accounts (Horst 2009; Owen 2018). 

The crucial issue is the following. Are data about the co-occurrence of mental and physical states to 
be interpreted in terms of lawful connections between distinct properties, as in Chalmers’ view, or 
should we argue that mental properties are nothing over and above physical properties? The 
deflationary naturalist and the second philosophers à la Maddy can appeal to scientific evidence and 
nothing else to answer metaphysical questions. However, given the compatibility between the 
results provided by neuroscience and a dualist metaphysics, I argue that they should suspend the 
judgment when it comes to determining the nature of mental states. Interestingly, analogous 
considerations may represent a problem for Ladyman’s scientistic stance. The mind-body problem 
seems to be empirically underdetermined, and the main possible answers to the problem are usually 
taken to have the same predictive power. This being the situation, superempirical virtues such as 
simplicity are usually brought into play. However, consistently with the scientistic stance, it seems 
that the case of mental properties is among those in which such virtues cannot be invoked to break 
underdetermination. As a matter of fact, they would be decoupled from empirical success. All things 
considered, it appears that the scientistic naturalist too is committed to a form of agnosticism 
concerning the nature of mental properties.  
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