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PERSONHOOD IN NATURALISM AND COMPLEMENTARIANISM 
 
Text has three-step approach 

1. Describe strict philosophical naturalism and the view of human persons 
implied by it 

 Dominant view, especially embodied by physicalism 

 Basic desire for it to be true so that science can be effective 
instrument in studying all of nature 

2. Describe Christian complementarianism and the view of human persons 
implied by it 

3. Present a brief description of a representative example of Christian 
complementarian view of human persons developed explicitly in light of 
ethical issues 

 
I. A Sketch of Philosophical (Scientific) Naturalism 

 
A. The Naturalist Epistemic Attitude – Rooted in scientism, the belief that “in the 

dimension of describing and explaining the world, science is the measure of 
all things, of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not. 

1. Weak naturalism: Non-scientific fields have little epistemic standing 
relative to scientific fields 

2. Strong naturalism: Non-scientific fields have no epistemic standing 
whatsoever 

3. Both cases: Naturalists are deeply skeptical of knowledge claims not 
justified by scientific methodology 
 
Thus, whatever exists is either a brute fact or reducible to scientific 
principles. Thus, four implications: 

1. No such thing as “first philosophy,” thus no contribution from philosophy to 
ontology of living things (including persons) 

2. Mental events must be explained in terms of naturalistic cause/effect 
relationships ultimately external to the person 

3. Elimination of first-person point of view; reduction to third-person 
4. Denial of value of introspection 

 
B. The Naturalist Grand Story (Big Bang plus Darwinian Evolution) 

1. Implies Monism (physicalism) 
2. Implies Material Passivism 
3. Implies Determinism 
4. Implies no such thing as substances; everything is a property-thing 

 
II. Human Persons in Naturalist Perspective  
 

“It is widely agreed among philosophers that the following are not easy to justify 
given a naturalist property-thing depiction of human beings: property and substance 
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dualism; the absolute unity of a person at a time; the irreducibility of the first-person 
perspective; the absolute sameness of a person through change; the organic unity of 
the human body and the distinctive, lawlike ways it changes through time; the 
irreducibility or uneliminability of literal biological function or, more generally, 
teleology; the metaphysical possibility (let alone the reality) of disembodied 
existence; libertarian freedom; and the existence of human nature as that which 
constitutes the unity of the class of all humans.” (98-99) 

 
A. Strict Physicalism and the Unacceptability of Property or Substance Dualism 

1. General rejection among naturalists of substance dualism, for 
a. No reason to posit the existence of the soul 
b. No way it could interact with the “real” world 

2. General rejection among naturalists of property dualism via supervenient 
physicalism,  

a. Which holds: 
i. Mind-body supervenience: the mental supervenes the physical 

in that two things exactly alike in all physical properties cannot 
differ in respect to mental properties 

ii. Anti-Cartesian principle: no purely mental beings, for nothing 
can have a mental property without having corollary physical 
properties 

iii. Mind-body dependence: mental properties entirely determined 
by physical properties 

(Note: structural (functional) supervenience vs. emergent (subjective) 
supervenience: physicalists much reject the latter and embrace the former) 
b. For: 

i. No need—everything explainable on physicalist terms 
ii. No room—entities do not come into existence ex nihilo, and no 

place for immaterial entities to arise 
iii. Sufficiency of physics—if physics cannot explain a concept, 

then physics is insufficient, which violates epistemic 
commitments 

iv. Entails epiphenomenalism—by reduction, clearly false 
v. Rejection of vitalism—via commitment to material passivism; 

vitalism suggests God’s existence (see 103) 
 

B. Naturalism and Absolute Personal Identity at and through Time 
1. Property things possess only weak, derived unity, and thus cannot serve 

as the ground for absolute, sustaining identity 
2. Scientism requires a strictly third-person description of reality, which 

makes reconciliation with first-person experiences difficult if not impossible  
 

C. Naturalism and Libertarian Agency 
1. Libertarian agency incompatible with naturalism; Libertarianism 

a. Is incompatible with determinism 
b. Presupposes vitalism 
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c. Presupposes teleology 
d. Presupposes reality of reasons apart from physicality 
e. Violates the law of conservation of energy 

2. Denial of libertarian agency entails a denial of ethics 
 

III. A General Sketch of the Complementarity View 
 

A. Reality is a Hierarchy of Systems: The universe is composed of a series of 
nested hierarchies of systems, in which each whole is completely composed 
of and explainable in terms of lower-level parts and systems, where each 
“higher” level increases in complexity of interaction 

 
B. Top-down Causation: Highly-organized systems can cause changes in lower-

organized systems (e.g., the organism as a whole can have an effect on the 
circulatory system; changes in the ecosystem can effect the survival of 
species). 
 

C. Human Persons 
1. Humans are property-things, since no substantial soul exists 
2. Consciousness is “I-at-a-time”—the set of functional activities in the brain 
3. Continuity is “I-through-time”—series of discrete events connected by 

memory 
4. Libertarian freedom does not exist—redefined in terms of determinism 

 
IV. A Complementarian View of the Human Person in Ethical Perspective 
 

A. Personal Identity – defined by the continuity of or capacity for consciousness. 
(Note: this is a functional view of personhood!); death is the irreversible loss 
of consciousness. 
 

B. Humanness – simply a biological notion; to me a member of the class homo 
sapien, not in the sense of being a member of a natural kind, but in the sense 
of possessing a certain set of (externally related) biological, chemical, and 
physical properties. 
 

C. Personhood Itself – Adult human beings are paradigm cases of personhood, 
but being human is neither sufficient nor necessary for being a person. “Soul” 
and “personhood” are properties that supervene on the biological organism; 
thus “potential persons” and “human nonpersons” are possible. It is therefore 
possible to deny personhood to certain dysfunctional and/or underdeveloped 
individuals. 

 
(Note: on the substance view, personhood is related to humanness the way 
redness is related to colored things; there are different kinds of colored things, 
but there are no red things that are not colored things. Likewise, there are 
different kinds of persons, but there are no humans that are not persons. 


