Physicalistic Functionalism and the Possessive Form of the First-Person
Indexical

“It has been clearly recognised by some that the fact of [first-person]
indexical thought presents a special problem for physicalism.”! So Geoffrey
Madell asserts in Mind and Materialism. But what is this special problem of
which Madell speaks? It is the problem of accommodating first-person
indexical thoughts: no matter how complete a physical description of the
world may be, no part of such a description can ever be equivalent to a first-
person assertion like

| doubt that | have written a good paper
or

| like grilled sea scallops marinated in vodka and lime, with mango-lime-
avocado salsa.

In this essay, | will argue that, in an analogous way, a different fact—the fact of
the possessive form of first-person indexical thought—presents a special
problem for physicalistic theories of mind. In particular, I will argue that no
matter how complete a physical description of any given mental state may be,
it can never be equivalent to a first-person possessive assertion like

My belief is that corn and fennel chowder with mussels, clams, and lemon
grass is good

or
That brilliant idea was mine.

The consequence is that no physicalistic theory of mind can tell us to whom
(or what) each mental state belongs. This is an unhappy state of affairs, for it
means that physicalistic theories of mind do not have the resources to
account for the possessive form of the first-person indexical.

Before | begin, let me make a special note and define some terms. First,
the special note: since the most prominent theory in philosophy of mind
today is Physicalistic Functionalism (PF), I will limit my discussion to PF. The
reader, however, will do well to bear in mind that, mutatis mutandis, the fact
of the possessive form of first-person indexical thought presents a special
problem for any physicalistic theory of mind. Second, the definitions: I will
state what | mean by “PF,” “the physical,” “a physical description,” and “a
recalcitrant fact.” By “PF,” | mean the theory of mind that holds that mental
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something we have just in case anything of which we are aware is something
“of which we are directly aware, without the intermediary of any process of
inference or any knowledge of truths.”’ Thus, for example, if we are indirect
realists regarding perception, we have acquaintance with the sense data that
make up the appearance of, say, an 8 oz. N.Y. Striploin Steak with Pont Neuf
Potatoes, Grilled Asparagus, and a Lobster Butter. Knowledge by
description, on the other hand, is something we have just in case what we are
aware of is something of which we have indirect awareness. For example, our
knowledge of the delicious entrée as a conglomeration of physical objects is
not known directly; rather, it is known via some sort of description of it (e.g.,
“that which causes the sense-data”).

Russell observed that although we have “acquaintance with the contents
of our minds,” itis hard to see how we could know the truth of our being
acquainted with such content “unless we were acquainted with something
which we call ‘I’.”’® McTaggart noticed the potential in such an insight and
developed an argument for it. The argument is as follows:

| can judge that | am aware of certain things—for example, of the relation
of equality. | assert, then, the proposition “l am aware of equality.” This
proposition, whether true or false, has certainly [sic] a meaning. And,
since | know what the proposition means, | must know each constituent of
it. | must therefore know “1.” Whatever is known must be known by
acquaintance or by description. If, therefore, “I” cannot be known by
description, it must be known by acquaintance, and | must be aware of it.°

The implications of this argument for physicalism have been appreciated by
Lund and Madell. The latter, | believe, was the first of the pair to give full
expression to his findings: if the I to which “I’” (in some proposition of the
form “l am aware of x’) refers is known, not by description, but by
acquaintance, then it can never be the case that knowing a physical
description of any particular person, however complete, means knowing that
| am that person.'® All of this, of course, rests on the assumption that no
physical description of any particular person, however complete, is ever
equivalent to a statement concerning me being that person. This, in turn,
rests on the assumption that no physical description of any particular person,
however complete, ever has a physical equivalent of the fact that | am that
person. But such assumptions seem reasonable to hold,*! and so the very fact
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of first-person indexical thought seems to count as an insuperable ob  jection
to physi calism.

Though Lund and Madell were able to see the imp lications of all of this for
PF, they did not elaborate on what they saw. Lund simply noted  what | will
attempt to show, namely, that

[W]hatever plausibility the various materialist attempts to account for the
mental (e.qg., that mental kinds are functional kinds, thatt he mental
supervenes on the physical, or that it is the physical undera nother
description) may seem to have when applied to mental states a nd events
without regard to their subject, dis appears when they are extended to
accommodate the subject of experience. 2

And Madell simply made an assertion to the effect that physic alistic theories
of mind have no way of accommodating first -person perspectives. Given how
minimal their written reactio n to what they saw, a more perspicuous
articulation of the unhappy consequence of PF is thereforei n order.

2. The Problem

Let us be generous and assume that PF is true and that a complete, physical
description of all of the objects we would presume to hav e mental states has
been given N where such a description is a part of a complete, objective
description of the physical world. Granting even PF, howeve r, | argue that,
as atheory of mind, itis impoverished. The reason is that it does not have the
resource s to account for the possessive form of first -person indexical
thought. This problem is parasitic on the problem physicali  sm has with the
non-possessive form of first -person indexical thought. If no complete,
physical description of some particular person  has a physical equivalent of
the fact that | am that person, nor, accordingly, is equivalent to a stateme nt
concerning me being that person (e.g., O | am [this person named] EdO), then
no physical description of the realizers and its realized entities has a physical
equivalent of the fact that such-and-such psychological states are mine, nor,
accordingly, is equivalent to a statement concerning me as the possessor of
those states. In other words, the Thomas -Nagelian feeling

that nowhere in the description of the state of a human body could there
be any room for a physical equivalent of that fact that | (or any self), and
not just that body, am the [possessor] of those states®®

everyone in it which it is possible to haveE. However complet e we make this description,
Othere remains one thing | cannot say in this fashion N namely, which of the various persons
in the world I amO. No amount of information non -indexically expressed can be equivalent
to the first person assertion, Ol am G.M.0.0
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