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Abstract 

 
Though our everyday life is made up of contacts with the world through conscious 

experiences, our understanding of this basic fact is limited. Consciousness and the “hard 

problem” have been one of the most controversial subjects in contemporary philosophy 

of mind.  

This thesis argues for a physicalist approach to conscious experience, accepting the idea, 

widely accepted in contemporary philosophy of mind, that phenomenal consciousness 

and its qualitative aspects resist functionalization. They are not explainable and knowable 

merely through functional explanation, giving rise to an explanatory and epistemic gap 

between phenomenal and scientific knowledge. While affirming the existence of an 

epistemic gap, this thesis attempts to explain it and to deny its presumed ontological 

implications.  

I discuss here two major physicalist theories (the Phenomenal Concept Strategy and 

Higher-Order Theories), as well as two main anti-physicalists arguments (Jackson’s 

knowledge argument and Chalmers’ zombie argument). I argue that the consciousness 

property, being an emergent as opposed to a supervenient property, is an ontologically 

physical property. I also argue that the unique feature of consciousness, i.e. its 

subjectivity, is an epistemological relation between a subject, as an experiencer, and her 

own physical phenomenal properties. I show how the subjectivity of consciousness is 

compatible with physicalism.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 
 
 
 Human beings are conscious beings. We have access to the world through our 

conscious experiences. There is something it is like to see, smell and taste a red apple, 

which determines the way a red apple appears to us. Consciousness presents the world in 

a certain way, which has a qualitative, phenomenal character to it. These phenomenal 

qualities are subjective aspects of our mental life. Explaining consciousness is explaining 

what phenomenal qualities are and how they interact and relate to physical processes.  

The relation between these phenomenal qualities and the physical processes underlying 

them has been called the “mind-body problem” throughout the history of philosophy of 

mind.  

 Mind and body prima facie seem to have different metaphysical natures. As 

Descartes suggested, they are different substances. But if this is the case, how is it 

possible for such different substances to interact? Is the mind something physical? Or is 

the body something mental? Dualists believe that mind and body metaphysically belong 

to two different fundamental entities, while physicalists or materialists claim that both 

mind and body have a physical nature. The latter believe that everything that exists has a 

physical nature.  

 The “problem of consciousness” is one aspect of the mind-body problem. Human 

beings are such that there is something it is like to be one of them (Nagel 1974). 

Experiences such as tasting wine, feeling cold, seeing a red apple, hearing the sound of 
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crickets at night, feeling happy, and feeling the softness of a baby’s skin, have a unique 

what-it-is-likeness or phenomenal character. And a subject who is having these subjective 

experiences is in a conscious mental state.   

 The problem of consciousness concerns the nature of this subjective experience, 

and its relation to objective, material processes and entities. It deals with the “what it is 

likeness” or the “phenomenal character” of conscious experiences, and how such 

apparently immaterial experiences cause and are caused by material bodies.  

 In contemporary philosophy of mind, there is an explanatory gap between 

explaining phenomenal qualities of conscious experience and explaining functional 

physical processes (Levine, 1983). The problem is that physical explanations typically 

account for functions, but qualitative aspects of experience seem to resist 

functionalization. Acknowledging an explanatory gap between our conscious experience 

and any possible scientific knowledge, results in in a gap between the philosophy and 

science of consciousness. This gap appears as a result of the fact that the philosophical 

approach aims to understand and explain the fundamental character of phenomenal 

conscious experience, whereas the scientific approach aims to explain the neural 

correlates of conscious experience. Scientists try to redefine conscious experience in 

neural and cognitive terms, thereby ignoring, to philosophers’ dissatisfaction, their 

essential subjectivity.   

 Behaviorists and functionalists tend to dismiss the question about the subjective 

character of consciousness,  considering it variously as an “illusion”, a “fiction”, or a 

“pseudo scientific category”. According to behaviorists, everything mental has to be 

reduced and explained in terms of behavior. Functionalists consider the distinction 
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between unconscious and conscious mental states to be mainly functional, and the 

phenomenal property (the subjective character) of conscious mental states is not 

distinguished from its functional properties, according to functionalism.  

 For their part, many philosophers believe that the subjective conscious experience 

is a real phenomenon and an issue that needs to be addressed and discussed in 

contemporary philosophy of mind. According to these philosophers, phenomenal 

qualities of conscious experience cause a serious problem for physical explanations. As 

Chalmers puts it, the “hard problem” (Chalmers, 1996) is to relate subjective experience 

and objective reality in a way that does not do away with the nature of phenomenal 

experience, since it too is real. 

 This dissertation presupposes the reality of subjective conscious experience. Its aim 

is to discuss the possibility of bridging the explanatory gap between the philosophy and 

science of consciousness. My aim here is to study whether science is able to account for 

the unique feature of conscious experiences, i.e. the fact that they resist functionalization, 

which gives rise to an explanatory gap. Is it possible to resolve the mystery of conscious 

experience in a purely scientific approach?  

 In Chapter 1, I start by elaborating the doctrine of physicalism, and backing it up by 

some arguments in support of this doctrine. I continue by distinguishing between 

reductive and non-reductive physicalist theories. While discussing the non-reductive 

physicalist theories, I introduce the notion of supervenience and supervenient properties: 

all properties are either physical or supervene on physical properties.  

 After explaining the mind-body problem, dualism, and discussing various possible 

ways of mind-body interaction, I introduce two alternates for dualism: Monism, and 
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Panpsychism. Monists explain the existence of mind-body interactions by taking the 

mental to be physical, or the physical to be mental, while Panpsychism is the idea that 

“The basic physical constituents of the universe have mental (and in particular 

experiential) properties” (Nagel 1979). I argue that panpsychism resembles property 

dualism in countenancing two different properties: mental properties and physical 

properties. I then conclude that despite our dualist intuitions, dualism of substances, 

dualism of properties, epiphenomenalism, and panpsychism, all have a hard time 

explaining the correlations between mind and body. This conclusion leads to the idea that 

physicalist monism might appear to be the most reasonable alternative.  

 I finish the chapter by defining phenomenal consciousness, following Ned Block’s 

distinction between phenomenal and access consciousness, and Tom Nagel’s conception 

of phenomenal consciousness, and by explaining the uniqueness of the problem of 

consciousness.  

Chapter 2 deals with two supervenient approaches towards consciousness: Strong 

AI (behaviorist approach), and the functional approach. Here, I argue that insofar as 

being phenomenally conscious entails that an entity is phenomenally conscious if and 

only if there is something it is like to be that entity, being conscious is an intrinsic 

property of a conscious entity. In this sense, the property of consciousness cannot be 

considered as merely an intentional characteristic of behavior, as behaviorists claim. No 

characteristic of behaviour can be an intrinsic property of an entity as phenomenal 

consciousness is supposed to be according to the definition of phenomenal consciousness, 

or the What-it-is-like of being in a certain mental state. I also argue against functionalism 

in explaining phenomenal consciousness. I do so by elaborating on Block’s “Chinese 
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nation” thought-experiment , and on his inverted spectrum and zombie arguments. I also 

discuss the multiple realizability thesis: not only can a given function be realized by 

different hardware, but a given hardware can also be used to realize different functions.  

According to functionalism, consciousness is a role, not a physical or biological 

state that implements that role. (Block, 2007) Functional properties, just as we said about 

the characteristics of behavior, are not intrinsic properties of the hardware that realizes 

them. In the second part of this chapter, I discuss some arguments against physicalism 

(Levin’s explanatory gap argument, Chalmers conceivability argument, and Jackson’s 

knowledge argument), showing that they are based on the existence of the explanatory 

gap.  

In chapter 3, I elaborate one of the major arguments against Jackson’s knowledge 

argument. This argument is to defend physicalism against all anti-physicalist arguments 

based on the existence of the epistemic gap. I show that proponents of the phenomenal 

concepts strategy are committed to accepting conceptual dualism i.e. distinguishing 

between phenomenal concepts and physical concepts; I explain the reason for the 

existence of the epistemic gap, and rescue physicalist theories and ontological monism 

against anti-physicalist arguments. I conclude that the phenomenal concepts strategy’s 

main argument is that regardless of the existence of an epistemic gap, on a proper 

understanding of phenomenal concepts and their relations to perceptual concepts, there is 

no metaphysical gap. In other words, an epistemic gap is consistent with physicalism. 

In the first part of chapter 4, I address another major physicalist theory called the 

Higher Order Thought theory. I emphasize that higher order theories try to explain 
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consciousness by the relation between two levels of mental states: a sensation or thought 

mental state, and a higher order mental state, the latter taking the former as its object. On 

this view, it is  by virtue of the higher-order state that the lower-order state is conscious. I 

argue that this explanation, relying only on the relation between two mental states, the 

higher order state representing the lower order state, is not sufficient to account for the 

distinctive properties of consciousness, i.e. the fact that there is something it is like to be 

in that specific lower-order mental state.  

The second part of chapter 4 deals with the unique and distinctive property of 

consciousness experience: the subjective character of consciousness, as it is the cause of 

the existence of the explanatory and epistemic gaps. I discuss the possibility of a physical 

explanation of the subjectivity of consciousness by taking the subjectivity of 

consciousness as an epistemological condition (specifically as an epistemological relation 

holding between a subject and her own phenomenal mental states) instead of an 

ontological one.  

In the final chapter, after distinguishing between the metaphysical necessity of 

supervenient properties and the nomological necessity of emergence properties, I argue 

that that consciousness is an ontologically novel property that emerges from complex 

physical systems, and it is not a supervenient property. I use this claim to respond to 

some objections against physicalism by emphasizing the subjectivity of consciousness as 

an emergent property. I conclude with brief reflexions on the consequences of such a 

conclusion. 
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A note to my readers:   

 There has been an explosion of work on the problem of consciousness since I 

started thinking out these thoughts, some of it very good work deserving of discussion 

(see in particular Balog, 2012 on Chalmers’ Master Argument )1. Unfortunately, one 

cannot discuss everything that is interesting to discuss in the confines of a dissertation. 

Accordingly, I have restricted the range of my reviews to those arguments and views, 

mostly from the early 2000’s, which spurred the ensuing discussion. The remainders are 

the stuff of further study. 

 

 

  

																																																								
1	See Balog. K, 2012, “In Defense of the Phenomenal Concept Strategy”, in Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 84(1).   
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Chapter 2 

Physicalism  
 
Introduction 
	
In this chapter, I start by elaborating the doctrine of physicalism, providing some 

arguments in support of physicalism, as well as discussing some reductive and non-

reductive (supervenience) physicalist theories. I address the mind-body problem by 

explaining dualism, epiphenomenalism and the possibilities of mind-body causal 

relations, possible motivation to believe that conscious mental states are either physical 

states or supervene on physical states. I then give a definition of consciousness and the 

notion of “what it is like”, as this notion was introduced by Thomas Nagel (1974), and 

discuss the uniqueness of the problem of consciousness. 

 

2.1 The Doctrine of Physicalism  
	
Physicalism is the view that everything that exists is physical, the view that there is 

nothing over and above the physical. 

According to a metaphysical notion of physicalism, all the entities in the actual world, 

their properties, and all the facts and events involving them, have a physical nature. 

David Lewis says that according to physicalism, by copying all the physical properties, 

one copies all the facts of the world (Lewis, 1983). As Jaegwon Kim puts it: “The core of 
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contemporary physicalism is the idea that all things that exist in this world are bits of 

matter and structures aggregated out of bits of matter, all behaving in accordance with the 

laws of physics...” (2005).  

If something has a physical nature, it is either a physical item, or it supervenes2 on a set 

of physical items.  There is then a strong dependence relation between physical facts and 

all other facts. And once the physical facts are fixed, they necessitate all other facts. Note 

that a physical item includes physical entities, properties, facts and events. Intuitively, 

what counts as physical must be related to the science of physics.  

This definition raises some questions about the status of all the other facts, such as 

psychological, chemical and biological facts, mental states, and everything else that –

intuitively—falls outside the scope of the science of physics.  

Physicalists answer these questions by claiming that these prima facie non-physical 

phenomena are in fact physically acceptable, in the sense that they are necessitated by the 

physical realm, and that there are no facts about social relations, mental states, chemical 

and biological functions, etc., over and above the physical facts.3  

2.2 Main argument in Support of Physicalism 
	
The main arguments for physicalism are called the causal argument by David Papineau 

(Papineau, 2002), the argument from causal closure by Daniel Stoljar (Stoljar, 2009), and 

the causal exclusion argument by Jaegwon Kim (Kim, 1993, 1998, 2005).   

																																																								
2	More on the notion of supervenience further in this chapter. 
	
3	I clarify the notions of “over and above” further in this chapter. 
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These arguments are all based on the idea that first, prima facie non-physical entities (e.g. 

mental, psychological, social, etc.) causally interact with physical entities, and secondly, 

all the physical events and entities have sufficient physical causes. So either it has to be 

the case that the physical effects are systematically caused twice, once by their sufficient 

physical causes, then also by the sufficient prima facie non-physical causes, or else prima 

facie non-physical causes must be identical with physical causes. But the physical effects 

are not all doubly-determined.  

The argument has the following structure:  

(1) All physical effects have sufficient physical causes. 

(2) Certain physical effects have sufficient prima facie non-physical causes. 

(3) Those physical effects of prima facie non-physical causes are not at all doubly-

determined.  

(4) It follows that prima facie non-physical causes are in fact physical causes. 

Premise (1) states that all physical effects, including those that seem to have prima facie 

non-physical causes, have sufficient physical causes; that is to say, the physical realm is 

causally closed. In other words, any causal chain leading to any physical effect consists 

of physical causes.  

The following is the causal closure thesis: it claims that the realm of physics is general or 

broad enough so that all physical effects have sufficient physical causes. Whether the 

physical is really causally independent and closed is, of course, an empirical issue.  

Some, like Descartes, argue that there are unique mental causes, which interact with the 

physical realm and cause physical effects. Such-minded thinkers believe that these 
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physical effects have no sufficient physical causes. This is Descartes’ interactionist 

dualism thesis (Descartes, 1984). According to this view, such physical effects would 

have not occurred if they didn’t have mental causes. So Descartes’ interactionist dualism 

thesis claims that the physical realm is not causally closed.  

Premise (2) states that some prima facie non-physical causes suffice to produce physical 

effects, for example, feeling hungry and having the desire to reduce this feeling, together 

with the belief that there is food inside the refrigerator, and believing that lifting that food 

to my mouth can satisfy that desire (which are all mental, i.e. prima facie non-physical 

events), result in my hand grabbing the food and lifting it to my mouth (which is a 

physical event). This is an example of mental events seeming to cause physical events, or 

in other words, prima facie non-physical causes having physical effects.  

The relation between mental (or any other prima facie non-physical) events and the 

physical has always been a matter of doubts and debates. Some, such as Leibniz, believe 

that neither mental events cause physical events, nor vice versa. Instead Leibnizians 

argue for a correlation between mental and physical events. More specifically, Leibniz 

explains this correlation by a pre-established harmony that God has arranged so that 

physical and mental realms ‘run parallel with each other’ (Leibniz, 1898).  

Proponents of epiphenomenalism believe that prima facie non-physical events are caused 

by physical events; however, non-physical events do not cause any physical or other 

events. In other words, they are causal dead-ends.  

Papineau replies to this view by saying that “If epiphenomenalism were true, then the 

relation between the mental and the physical would be like nothing else in nature, since 
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science recognizes no other examples of ‘causal danglers’, ontologically independent 

states with causes but no effects.” (Papineau, 2002)  

Premise (3) states that those physical effects that seem to have both physical and non-

physical causes are not caused twice. If prima facie non-physical events were to cause 

physical events, but physical events were causally closed and had sufficient physical 

causes themselves, then physical events would be caused twice by two independent 

causes (physical, and prima facie non-physical). However premise (3) claims that 

systematic overdetermination, although not impossible, is highly unlikely. There is no 

evidence to support the claim that certain physical events always have two independent 

and sufficient causes.  

This causal argument motivates the idea that there is nothing over and above the physical, 

by showing that those causes which prima facie appear to be non- physical, turn out to be 

physical after all. 

2.3 ‘Nothing Over and Above’ the Physical 
	
According to physicalism, prima facie non-physical facts are nothing over and above the 

physical facts. So the main issue to be discussed here has to be the relation between the 

physical and the prima facie non-physical, a controversial issue for physicalists. 

2.3.1 Eliminative physicalism 
	
There are various ways to interpret the idea of ‘nothing over and above’, one of which is 

elimination. Eliminativists basically deny the existence of any non-physical entities. That 

is to say, there is literally nothing but the physical, and any non-physical term is non-
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referring, i.e., there is nothing in nature which is picked out by these terms.4 Some 

weaker versions of eliminativism acknowledge that non-physical terms do refer, but only 

inaccurately and by mistake. There are better, more accurate, ways to pick out their 

referents.  

The strong eliminativist claim entails that the prima facie non-physical properties do not 

exist, whereas the weaker claim entails that prima facie non-physical properties do exist, 

but are actually physical properties. So prima facie non-physical terms inaccurately refer 

to physical properties (William Ramsey, 2011) 

Denying the existence of the prima facie non-physical properties is what the proponents 

of Eliminative Materialism advocate.  

2.3.2 Identity Theory and Reductive Physicalism 
	
Among those who advocate the existence of prima facie non-physical properties, some 

believe in the most straightforward interpretation of the ‘nothing over and above’, which 

is the idea that all prima facie non-physical properties are identical with physical 

properties.  

The most relevant version of this interpretation for our purpose here is called the Identity 

Theory of Mind. This theory claims that all properties that seem or appear to be non-

physical are in fact physical. Just as all the psychological, chemical, biological, social, 

etc. properties are physical properties, all the mental states and events are also physical 

and identical to brain processes. That is to say, having the experience of seeing blue is 

identical with having brain process XYZ. To put it in other words, ‘having an experience 
																																																								
4 Some eliminativists such as Paul and Patricia Churchland (1981, 1986), even go further to claim that 
these terms are literally empty. 
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of blue’ and ‘having brain process XYZ’ have the same referents, regardless of the fact 

that they differ in meaning. To give an example we could refer to the terms ‘Morning 

Star’ and ‘Evening Star’which have different meanings while they both refer to the planet 

Venus (J. Smart, 2008). Basically there is only one thing, which can be picked out in two 

quite distinct ways. Note that while the Identity Theory identifies the two objects, it 

eliminates neither of them. That is to say, the proponents of this theory do not eliminate 

mental phenomena, but believe that they are the same entities as their physical processes. 

Recall that according to Eliminativists, mental terms do not refer (there is nothing in the 

world that is picked out by the terms), while identity theorists believe that both mental 

and physical terms refer, but to the same entity, which is physical.  

To give an example of a scientific identity statement, we could refer to the statement 

‘Water is identical to H2O’. Water and H2O are one entity that can be picked out in two 

different ways: the same entity is called ‘water’ in a lake for example, and H2O under a 

microscope.   

The identity theory is often considered a version of Reductive Physicalism. Another 

version of Reductive Physicalism, well-received in contemporary philosophy of mind, is 

the Functional model of Reduction (e.g. Joseph Levine, 1993; David Chalmers, 1996; 

Van Gulick, 2001). According to this functional theory, a property gets reduced to 

another property via a process, and the reduced property is redefined in functional terms. 

Kim, for example, believes that mental properties reduce to the physical base properties 

actually realizing them.   

At first it might seem that the conclusion of the Functional model can be formulated as an 
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identity claim: “mental property M is identical to physical property P”. However, 

reduction cannot be synonymous with identification: reduction is asymmetrical whereas 

identification is symmetrical. If mental property M is reduced to physical property P, that 

does not entail that the opposite is true, while in the identity case, if property M is 

identical with property P, the opposite is always the case.  

There are two different ways in which the notion of ‘reduction’ can be used: Explanatory 

and Ontological. A phenomenon is reduced in the explanatory sense if by this process it 

is “made more comprehensible or intelligible” (Tim Crane, 2001). Reduction in this 

sense, as mentioned above, is asymmetrical.  

Reduction in the ontological sense occurs when mental property M is reduced to a 

physical property P, where the referent of the term ‘mental property M’ is the same as the 

referent of the term ‘physical property P’. Ontologically reducing a certain property to 

another is the same as identifying the two properties as one. So reduction in its 

ontological sense is symmetrical in the same way as under the Identity theory. Given that 

physicalism is a metaphysical thesis, by reductive physicalism we actually refer to the 

ontological thesis claiming that prima facie non-physical properties are identical to 

physical properties.  

2.4 Supervenience and Non-reductive Physicalism 
	
Hilary Putnam believes that the idea behind the identity theory is extremely implausible. 

He points out that, according to the identity theory, all those creatures sharing the same 

mental state would also of necessity share the same physical properties corresponding to 

that mental state. (Putnam, 1967) However, he continues, biologically distinct beings like 
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humans and cats for example, produce the same pain avoidance behavior, so likely 

possess the mental state of feeling pain. Since they are biologically quite different, the 

suggestion that because they have the same pain feeling, their corresponding physical 

properties must be the very same properties, would be an extremely strong claim.5  

Note that Putnam’s argument does not show that the identity theory must be wrong; 

rather it only claims that the identity theory is empirically unlikely. Putnam’s alternative 

suggestion is that mental properties are realized by physical properties (rather than being 

identical to them), and the same mental state can be realized by many different physical 

states (a view known as the multiple realizability of mental states). Putnam’s view, which 

he claims to be compatible with the issue of multiple realizability, is Functionalism.  

Functionalism is the view that certain properties are identified via their functions and the 

causal roles they play relative to other properties. According to Functionalism, the 

properties that appear to be non-physical are in fact functional properties and distinct 

from (not identical with) physical properties.  

It is worth pointing out that not all proponents of Functionalism believe in the above 

understanding of it. Kim, for example, argues that functionally defined properties are 

identical with their realizers (the relevant physical properties). This view is called 

realizer functionalism, and objections based on multiple realizability can be overcome by 

evoking species-specific reductions (Kim, 1998, 2005) 

Those versions of physicalism that reject identity as the interpretation of the notion of 

‘nothing over and above’, are in general called versions of Non-Reductive Physicalism. 
																																																								
5 Of course the premise claiming ‘they likely possess the mental state of feeling pain’ here can be 
challenged as well.	
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Non-Reductive Physicalism holds that there exist properties that are distinct from 

physical properties while still depending on them. The standard way of capturing this 

dependence relation is usually formulated via the notion of supervenience.  

To clarify the notion of supervenience, consider a triangle. The existence of a triangle and 

all its properties is logically entailed by the existence of the three non-parallel lines and 

their spatial relations. In other words, the triangle and its properties “supervene” on the 

properties of the segment, the lines and their spatial relations.  

There are various definitions of supervenience. Chalmers defines it as: “B-properties 

supervene on A-properties if no two possible situations are identical with respect to their 

A-properties while differing in their B-properties” (1996) That is to say, B- properties 

supervene on A-properties, if B- properties are entailed by A-properties with 

metaphysical necessity. A-properties constitute the supervenience base for B-properties. 

The supervenience base stands for any kind of entity, property, fact, event, or law that 

rules the behavior of entities. The main claim is: prima facie non-physical properties 

supervene on physical properties. Sometimes, this interpretation of physicalism is 

referred to as Supervenience Physicalism (Stoljar, 2009a).  

According to Donald Davidson, If A-properties supervene on B-properties, then 

whenever any two objects instantiating both A- and B-properties are indistinguishable 

with respect to their B-properties, they must also be indistinguishable with respect to their 

A-properties (Davidson, 1970).  

Supervenience Physicalism claims that all prima facie non-physical properties supervene 

on physical properties with metaphysical necessity.  For example, the existence of a cell 
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and its property of being alive, are metaphysically entailed by the existence of some 

molecules properly related and placed in an appropriate environment.  

According to this view, the cell itself cannot be identified with its supervenience base 

(molecules etc.). After all, there do exist dead cells. But for a cell to exist, to live, to die, 

etc. nothing more is required apart from some physical items existing or obtaining. 

Therefore, the cell, its properties, the facts about it, and the events involving it, supervene 

on physical items. However, we cannot identify the cell with a physical type, i.e. its 

supervenience base, nor can we identify the living event with the physical event type, i.e. 

its physical supervenience base.  

When talking about supervenience, we should distinguish between metaphysical 

necessity and nomological necessity. The difference between nomological and 

metaphysical entailments, and the idea of supervenience, involve a concept of 

metaphysical necessity.  

Something is metaphysically necessary if it is true in all possible worlds, no matter what 

the laws of nature are in those worlds. On the contrary, something is nomologically 

necessary, if it is true in all the possible worlds with the same laws of nature as the actual 

world. In other words, something is nomologically necessary in a world W if and only if 

it is the case in every possible world with the same laws of nature as W. According to the 

above definitions, physicalists should claim that prima facie non-physical properties are 

necessitated by physical properties, no matter what the laws of nature are in a given 

world. However, they are committed to the idea that physical properties and physical 

laws together necessitate all prima facie non- physical properties. In that case, 



	 19	

supervenience seems to be more a case of nomological than of a metaphysical necessity. 

All the facts supervene on the physical facts given the actual laws of physics. That is, 

given these definitions of metaphysical and nomological necessity, physicalism claims 

that prima facie non-physical properties are nomologically necessitated by actual physical 

properties.  

If the existence of an item U were entailed by a set of physical items in virtue of some 

laws of nature, the entailment relation would not be one of supervenience; rather it would 

be a nomological necessity, where supervenience requires a logical necessity. The 

supervenience base of water and its liquidity not only includes the set of H2O molecules, 

but also includes the relevant laws of nature and conditions (for example, temperature). 

These laws governing the interaction between the H2O molecules are the ones that 

determine the liquidity of water (or the solidity of ice) as a function of the physical 

conditions.  

Some physicalists deal with the above issue by re-defining the supervenience base. They 

usually take the supervenience base to include the laws of physics in addition to physical 

properties. In other words, the prima facie non-physical properties (supervening 

properties) are necessitated by a supervenience base that includes physical properties and 

the laws of physics. Physicalism is committed to the view that prima facie non-physical 

properties are metaphysically determined by a base set (supervenience base) containing 

physical properties and physical laws.  

If physicalism is true, all the items studied by the prima facie non-physical sciences, such 

as social sciences, supervene somehow on items studied by physics. In other words, by 
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fixing all the physical items and their laws, all prima facie non-physical items such as 

social items and psychological items are fixed with metaphysical necessity. Since 

physicalism is committed to a metaphysical reductionism, every psychological or social 

item has a physical nature.  

Most physicalists believe that a particular target phenomenon is metaphysically 

necessitated by a supervenience base from which all properties and laws of the target 

phenomenon are excluded. This is the thesis of Relative physicalism about a certain 

phenomenon. If it is true that mentality is metaphysically necessitated by a supervenience 

base not containing anything mental, then physicalism about the mental will follow. 

However, if it is false, then dualism about the mental will follow.   

2.5 Mind and body 

2.5.1 Dualism 
	
Can a physical entity instantiate a non-physical property? Can there be substances 

without any property of a physical nature? Can there be purely non-physical substances?  

Proponents of Property Dualism answer the first question positively. Proponents of 

Substance Dualism answer the second question positively. These theories raise an 

important question about the relation between physical and non-physical properties, 

entities, and substances. Are there any causal relations between the physical and the non-

physical?  

Consider U to be a property that is undetermined as to whether it is physical or non- 

physical.  There are two options for U:  

(1) U is causally related to physical properties. In that case, it can be studied by 
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empirical research and natural sciences, as it is causally related to other physical 

properties. So it is among the stuff physics is about. Consequently U is a physical 

property. U being related to physical properties is a sufficient condition for U 

being physical.  

(2) U is not causally related to any physical property. In that case, it cannot be studied 

by any empirical research or natural science, as it cannot interact with any 

experimental device, including our perception senses. If U is not able to interact 

causally with physical properties, then U is necessarily not physical, and cannot 

be part of the stuff physics is about. U being able to interact causally with 

physical properties is a necessary condition for U being physical. 

Non-physical properties proposed by dualism do not causally interact with any physical 

properties. But if they cannot help us in understanding mind-body causal interactions, 

even though they are metaphysically possible (in the sense of implying no contradiction), 

introducing them is pointless and of no use in explaining any phenomena.  

To conclude, if we believe that there are causal relations between minds and bodies, then 

we have no option but to accept, despite how it may seem, that minds also have a 

physical nature.  

2.5.2 Possibilities of Mind-body causal relations 

The question of the nature of the relations between mind and body is named the “mind-

body problem” in contemporary Philosophy of Mind. This question has three options for 

response: 

(1) There are both mind-to-body and body-to-mind causal relations;  
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(2) There are only body-to-mind causal relations; not mind-to-body ones;  

(3) There are only mind-to-body causal relations; not body-to-mind ones.   

Perception processes make it obvious and uncontroversial that physical entities are 

causally related to mental phenomena and contents. We perceive physical entities by 

seeing, touching, hearing, smelling, and tasting. We have experiences while we perceive, 

we remember our experiences, we also create beliefs, and this is how we form our mental 

contents.   

On the other hand, the idea of mental states having causal powers over the body is a 

mysterious and controversial issue. Even though mysterious, prima facie it does seem to 

be the case that mental states do have causal powers over the body. To give an example, 

we could refer to the time when I feel thirsty and decide to move my hand and take a 

glass of water. My desire or decision to move my hand seems to be causally related to its 

moving. We also take other people’s behaviors as causally resulting from the beliefs and 

desires we attribute to them.  

According to contemporary psychology, our mental states are a function of the stimuli we 

receive, and our body behavior is a function of our mental states. So psychology is based 

on the idea that the physical has causal powers over the mental, and the mental causally 

affects behavior as well.  

2.5.3 Possibilities of Mental and Brain Activity (Mental-Physical) 
Correlations and Epiphenomenalism 
	
Even if some argue that there is no empirical evidence to show that there are mind-body 

causal relations, it is observed that whenever there is a mental phenomenon, there is 
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simultaneously some brain activity. In other words, as Francis Crick (1994) puts it, the 

“neural correlates” of mental phenomena (or conscious phenomena) are what need to be 

determined by scientific study. Each type of mental phenomena (or conscious experience) 

is associated with some brain activity.   

These correlations can be:  

(1) Due to the fact that both the physical and the mental have causal powers over one 

another.  

(2) The result of causal influences that only go in one direction, and that are either from 

the physical to the mental or vice versa.  

(3) Due to the fact that both the brain activity and the mental phenomenon have a 

common cause.  

The last case does not provide a real alternative, as the nature of the common cause could 

be physical, mental, or neither. If the “common cause” is physical, then it reduces to case 

(2). If the common cause is a mental event, then there are mental phenomena causing 

physical phenomena. And finally if the common cause is neither, then a third 

fundamental metaphysical category needs to be introduced. Introducing a third 

fundamental category results in trialism. While dualism already poses important 

problems, there can be no doubt that trialism causes even more difficulties.  

Case (2) on its first option (causal influence from the physical to the mental) refers to 

what is called “Epiphenomenalism”. According to this view, mental phenomena are 

caused by physical phenomena, but the mental does not have any causal powers. In other 
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words, it is claimed that physical events can have two types of causal effects: not only do 

they cause other physical events, but they may also cause, as a kind of by-product, mental 

phenomena.  

Proponents of Epiphenomenalism attempt to combine both the metaphysical thesis that 

mental phenomena are not eliminatorily reducible to the physical, and the metaphysical 

principle of the “closure” of the physical realm, that is, that every physical event is 

caused by another physical event. (Kim, 2005) However, it is not clear why, according to 

this idea, mental states, whether physical or supervenient on the physical, have no causal 

powers.  

2.5.4 Monism 
	
There are two kinds of Monism: One option is to deny the existence of the physical, and 

the other option is to deny the existence of the mental.6  

The former option is adopted by the proponents of Idealism. Berkeley, for example, 

claimed that every substance has a mental nature, that is, the physical also is a kind of 

mental entity. Berkeley appealed to God's mind to explain the objective physical world 

that we inter-subjectively share. According to Idealism, there are mind-mind relations 

instead of mind-body causation.  

The proponents of the alternative option claim that the mental is eliminatively reducible 

																																																								
6	There is also Russellian Monism: “an alternative to the familiar theories in the philosophy of mind that 
combines attractive components of physicalism and dualism, matter has intrinsic properties that both 
constitute consciousness and serve as categorical bases for the dispositional properties described in 
physics.”  (Russell, 1927) 
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to the physical. For example, behaviorists eliminatively reduce the mental in terms of 

behavior. Behaviorists believe that mental states are no more than dispositions to behave. 

According to behaviorists, the causal relation is physical-to-physical, instead of mental-

physical.  

Note that neither of the mentioned options denies a causal relation. But according to 

Monists, this causal relation is either mind-to-mind (mental-mental) or physical-to-

physical (body-body). To summarize, it could be said that by denying that there are 

causal relations between the mental and the physical, the possible alternative would be to 

claim that one entity (either mental or the physical) could be eliminatively reduced to the 

other.  

Dualists have always had a very hard time explaining how it is possible for the mind to 

interact with the body if they are substantially different entities. Monists explain the 

existence of mind-body interactions by taking the mental to be physical, or the physical 

to be mental.  

There is a third alternative, which is the idea that although physical processes involve 

mental processes, they are not reducible to one to another. This theory is known as 

Panpsychism.  

2.6 Panpsychism  

   
Panpsychism is the idea that “The basic physical constituents of the universe have mental 

(and in particular experiential) properties” (Nagel 1979). So panpsychism resembles 

property dualism in the sense that they both countenance two kinds of properties: mental 

properties and physical properties. According to panpsychism, consciousness is an 
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essential property of every fundamental physical entity. In other words, every entity, and 

in particular every fundamental entity, has mental properties, according to this theory.  

Chalmers claims that “we ought to take the possibility of some sort of panpsychism 

seriously: there seem to be no knockout arguments against the view” (1996, p. 299), 

whereas others such as John Searle, call it “absurd” (1997, p. 156).  

Galen Strawson argues for a form of panpsychism he first called “Realistic Monism” and 

later “Fundamental-Duality Monism”, which is the idea that “there is only one 

fundamental kind of stuff. It has both experiential reality and non-experiential reality. 

There is no other kind of reality” (2006, p.236). Strawson introducd the concept of 

“ultimates” to refer to properties that are simple as opposed to composed properties.  

Proponents of panpsychism claim that all the properties of composed entities supervene 

(are entailed with metaphysical necessity) on the properties of ultimates; so for 

consciousness to exist in the composed entities, it needs to exist in ultimate properties as 

well. According to panpsychism, since conscious properties exist in composed entities, 

each ultimate instantiates the consciousness property. In other words, there is something 

it is like to be an ultimate.  

The argument for panpsychism can be articulated as:  

(1) Ultimates instantiate only properties with physical nature (assumption)  

(2) All the properties of composed entities are entailed with metaphysical necessity 

by (supervene on) the properties of ultimates, 

(3) As a result of a supervenience relation, i.e. a metaphysical entailment, the 

metaphysical nature of the supervenient properties is the same as the properties of 
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the supervenient base,  

(4) As a result of (1) to (3), all composed entities have a physical nature.  

However, 

(5) Some composed entities have the property of consciousness,  

(6) As it is assumed that the consciousness property has a different metaphysical 

nature than the physical properties,  

(7) (5) and (6) result in the idea that there are composed entities (eg. consciousness), 

which do not have a physical nature. 

So there is a contradiction between (4) and (7), 

(8) So ultimates (some if not all) have the property of consciousness. There is 

something it is like to be an ultimate.  

This argument is mainly making the claim that given that “physical stuff is, in itself, in its 

fundamental nature, something wholly and utterly non-experiential” (Strawson 2006), 

and by assuming that all properties supervene on ultimates have the same properties as 

their supervinence base (ultimates), the property of consciousness cannot supervene on 

physical properties. “[...] you can't get experiential phenomena from P [physical] 

phenomena” (Strawson 2006), i.e. it is not possible to get entities with experiential 

properties from non-experiential. As a result panpsychists claim that ultimates must also 

have experiential properties. 

There are several arguments against panpsychism. For example, one of the criticisms 

refers to empirical data. Empirical data suggest that consciousness is a property of 
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complex systems. However, according to panpsychism, it is metaphysically possible for 

an ultimate, like a proton, to instantiate the property of consciousness. It is also 

metaphysically possible for a composed system like a mountain to have the property of 

consciousness.  

Neuroscientists agree that consciousness is instantiated in complex neural networks. For 

instance, F. Crick says: “Consciousness depends crucially on thalamic connections with 

the cortex. It exists only if certain cortical areas have reverberatory circuits (involving 

cortical layers 4 and 6) that project strongly enough to produce significant 

reverberations” (1994, p. 252).  

G. Edelman & G. Tononi say: “[The dynamic core hypothesis] states that the activity of a 

group of neurons can contribute directly to conscious experience if it is part of a 

functional cluster, characterized by strong mutual interactions among a set of neuronal 

groups over a period of milliseconds. To sustain conscious experience, it is essential that 

this functional cluster be highly differentiated, as indicated by high values of complexity. 

Such a cluster, which we call “the dynamic core” because of its ever-changing 

composition yet ongoing integration, is generated largely, although not exclusively, 

within the thalamocortical system” (2000, p.139).  

B. Libet says: “[...] we may view conscious subjective experience as if it were a field, 

produced by appropriate though multifarious neuronal activities of the brain [...]. Such a 

field would provide communication within the cerebral cortex without the neural 

connections and pathways in the cortex. A conscious mental field (CMF) would provide 

the mediator between the physical activities of nerve cells and the emergence of 
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subjective experience [...].  A chief quality or attribute of CMF would be that of a unified 

or unitary subjective  experience” (2004, p. 168)  

According to empirical data, in order for consciousness to be instantiated, some very 

complex system is required and some very complex electrochemical processes must take 

place. This is clearly inconsistent with panpsychism.  

Another criticism is based on the fact that, as Searle points out, consciousness seems to 

switch on and off constantly: ‘Consciousness’ refers to those states of sentience and 

awareness that typically begin when we awake from a dreamless sleep and continue until 

we go to sleep again, or fall into a coma or die or otherwise become ‘unconscious’ 

(1997). So this is also inconsistent with pansychism’s claim that consciousness is an 

essential property of every physical system. If panpsychism were true we would expect 

there to be always something it is like to be me as long as I am alive. 

To conclude, there are clearly correlations between physical and mental phenomena, 

which give us good reasons to believe that there are causal relations between the mental 

and the physical (mind and body). But as shown above, dualism of substances, dualism of 

properties, epiphenomenalism, and panpsychism, have a hard time explaining these 

correlations.  

Another point worth mentioning here is that, although from the first person point of view, 

the mind does not seem to have a physical nature, physicalism might appear to be the 

most reasonable alternative. However, as D. Papineau puts it, we seem to be “hard wired” 

to have a dualistic view about mind and body, and have the need to explain the 

“explanatory gap” between any mental (phenomenal) experience and any physical 
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phenomenon. He says: “The feeling of an ‘explanatory gap’ arises only because we 

cannot stop ourselves thinking about the mind-brain relation in a dualist way” (2011) 

 

2.7 Mental states 
 
 
Mental states can be pictured in various ways. Some endorse an atomistic picture, in 

which the mind is considered as a collection of mental states that can be distinguished in 

virtue of their contents.  

Some might endorse a holistic picture, which describes our cognitive system as being, at 

every moment, in some single but very complex mental state.  

Some might also prefer a dynamic view of the mind that deals with “mental processes” 

instead of the static “mental states”. Note that this view is compatible with one of the 

essential characteristics of experience, which is its temporality.  

According to behaviorists, mental states are no more than dispositional states, reducible 

in terms of stimulus-response schemes. For functionalists, mental states are higher-order 

functional states realized over some hardware (brain states in the case of humans). For 

connectionists, a mental state is related to some activation pattern of a neural network. 

For eliminativists, a mental state is nothing more than a brain state. The only common 

factor between all these conceptions of “mental states” is the fact that mental states are 

whatever psychology is about. 
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2.8 Consciousness and “what it is like”   
 
The term ‘Consciousness’ can be used in several ways. It can be used in the sense of 

being awake, or being aware of something. In this work, I will focus on a particular 

meaning of consciousness, which was introduced by Nagel in the paper “What is it like to 

be a bat”: “[…] fundamentally an organism has conscious mental states if and only if 

there is something it is like to be that organism—something it is like for the organism. 

We may call this the subjective character of experience.” (1974, p. 436)  

This conception of phenomenal consciousness advanced by Nagel has been widely 

accepted. So in this sense, an entity is (phenomenally) conscious if and only if there is 

something it is like to be that entity. This is the definition of ‘phenomenal consciousness’. 

The property of a subject being phenomenally conscious is the property of there being 

something it is like to be that subject. This definition clarifies the meaning of 

‘phenomenal consciousness’. 

Ned Block calls this notion of consciousness “phenomenal consciousness” (P-

consciousness), as opposed to “access consciousness” (A-consciousness). He claims: 

“The paradigm P-conscious states are sensations, whereas the paradigm A-conscious 

states are “propositional attitude” states like thoughts, beliefs, and desires, states with 

representational content expressed by that-clauses” (2007, p. 281).  

For Block, there are three main differences between P-consciousness and A-

consciousness:  

(1) “P-conscious content is phenomenal, whereas A-conscious content is 

representational.” (2007, p. 280)  
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(2) “A-consciousness is a functional notion, and so A-conscious content is system- 

relative: what makes a state A-conscious is what a representation of its content 

does in a system. P-consciousness is not a functional notion.” (2007, p. 280)  

(3) “There is such a thing as a P-conscious type or kind of state. For example, the 

feel of pain is a P-conscious type—every pain must have that feel. But any 

particular token thought that is A-conscious at a given time could fail to be 

accessible at some other time...” (2007, p. 281). The main difference between P-

consciousness and A- consciousness is that A-consciousness is a functional 

notion relative to some cognitive architecture; P-consciousness refers to a 

property of some mental states.  

David Rosenthal also makes a further distinction between a conscious mental state and a 

creature being conscious. He says:  

“In one use, we speak of mental states as being conscious or not conscious. Mental 

states, such as thoughts, desires, emotions, and sensations, are conscious if we are 

aware of them in some intuitively immediate way. But we also apply the term 

‘conscious’ to the creatures that are in those mental states. A creature’s being 

conscious consists, roughly, of its being awake and being mentally responsive” 

(2005, p. 46).  

In other words, a creature is P-conscious if and only if it is in some P-conscious mental 

state, while a mental state is P-conscious if and only if there is something it is like to be 

in that mental state.  
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2.9 The uniqueness of the problem of consciousness 
 
Consciousness raises a scientific problem. Some claim that “the mystery of 

consciousness” will disappear as has happened for example with the former “mystery of 

life”. Thus we have Daniel Dennett: 

“There are many properties of conscious states that can and should be subject to 

further investigation right now, and once we get accounts of them in place, we may 

well find that they satisfy us as an explanation of what consciousness is. After all, 

this is what happened in the case of the erstwhile mystery of what life is” (2005).  

P.S. Churchland says:  

“There are lots of examples where people were convinced that one problem was 

unsolvable…and they turned out to be wrong. So consider, for example, the 

perihelion of Mercury. People think that because we don't understand how 

consciousness is produced in brains, this must be telling us something really deep 

and interesting” (in Blackmore 2005).  

F. Crick, when asked if consciousness poses a really difficult problem, says:  

“Well of course that's what people say. That's what they said about life. They said 

there was a vital spirit that you couldn't explain in terms of physics or chemistry, 

and because they said it, it became almost a standard point of view. It's an analogy, 

and the history of the vital spirit, or the élan vital, shows us that you have to be 

cautious” (in Blackmore 2005).  

In the history of science, these difficulties were considered unsolvable, but with the 
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development of science, they received satisfying scientific explanations. As 

consciousness is a natural phenomenon for materialists, just as the mystery of life was 

solved by natural science, so too, despite being very complex (the brain being a very 

complex system), can the mystery of consciousness.  

All that being said, the analogy of the problem of consciousness and the problem of life 

misses the most important characteristic of the former, which is the subjectivity of 

consciousness. Even if we believe that consciousness is a natural phenomenon like life, 

the metaphysical and epistemological problems it poses are completely different from 

those of life, problems such as Jackson’s “knowledge argument”, and Chalmers’ 

“conceivability arguments”.7 Both of these arguments start from the supposition that 

physicalism is true, and result in unsatisfying consequences.  

The whole point of understanding consciousness is to understand the very existence and 

properties of our subjective experiences. Among all the scientific endeavors, only the 

study of consciousness involves data that the first person experiences. This is a kind of 

experience that each subject has only towards their own phenomenal experiences.  

In order to establish any “neural correlate”8 of consciousness, researchers need to take 

into account, at some stage of their research, the subjective point of view, even though 

scientific research analyzes conscious experience from a third-person perspective.  

As Colin McGinn (1989) claims, phenomenal consciousness has an exclusive first-person 

form of epistemological access, while science always operates from a third-person 

																																																								
7	These two arguments will be discussed in more detail in the following chapters. 
8	Physicalists believe that whenever there is a psychological process there is simultaneously a neural one 
(the “neural correlate” of the psychological process).  
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perspective. This is how the epistemological peculiarity of the problem of consciousness 

is formed, which makes this problem substantially different from any other scientific 

problem.  
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Conclusion 
 
 
We cannot prove that phenomenal consciousness is a real phenomenon. However, 

eliminativists also cannot prove that it is not a real entity. For a realist about 

consciousness, an entity is conscious if and only if there is something it is like to be that 

entity.  

Even though our intuition, especially from the subjective point of view, directs us 

towards dualism regarding mind-body relation, dualism does not provide a compelling 

explanation for the correlations between physical and mental phenomena, or the causal 

relations between the physical (e.g. body) and the mental (e.g. consciousness). According 

to the above arguments, panpsychism, epiphenomenalism and monism also fail to 

provide a convincing explanation regarding mind-body relations.  

The uniqueness of the problem of consciousness and the fact that, intuitively, we tend to 

think of mind as something outside of the physical world (as Papineau puts it, dualism is 

kind of “hard-wired” in our conceptual schemes), give rise to the issue of the so-called 

“epistemic gap”. I discuss this issue in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 3 

Physicalism about Consciousness and the 
Epistemic Gap 
 

Introduction 
	
Having laid out in the previous chapter the general philosophical landscape of discussions 

of mind-body interactions, in this chapter, I focus on the primary question of this thesis, 

which is whether, and if so how, consciousness, with its unique and distinctive 

phenomenal characteristics, fits into the physical world. To answer first the question of 

whether or not conscious experience is metaphysically necessitated by a supervenience 

base, I discuss two supervenient approaches towards consciousness: Behaviorist and 

Functionalist approaches.  

I then introduce some arguments against physicalism which are based on the existence of 

an epistemic gap: Levine’s explanatory gap argument, Chalmers’ conceivability 

argument, and Jackson’s knowledge argument.  

 

3.1 Conscious Experience and Phenomenal Character  
	
Seeing, smelling, hearing, feeling pain, are all parts of conscious experience. In fact, the 

way things appear to us via seeing, smelling, hearing, etc. is what characterizes our actual 

conscious experience. Everything we perceptually grasp about our environment is given 

to us as a conscious experience. We live in a vivid world of sensations. The world 



	 38	

appears in a certain way to those creatures who are capable of having conscious 

experience. Their perceptions of the world have a subjective phenomenal or qualitative 

character. These phenomenal properties, or qualia, are only accessible from the first 

person point of view and introspectively. The phenomenal character of conscious 

experience is tied to the point of view of the subject of the experience, and as Chalmers 

puts it, phenomenal consciousness is the first-person aspect of the mind (Chalmers,1996).  

I do not have access to my friend’s pain. I can only assume that his pain is similar to mine 

when being bitten by a spider. I think about my own feeling of pain in the same situation 

and project it on to him.  In order for a subject S to determine whether another creature is 

conscious or feels any conscious experience, there is no way other than from a third-

person point of view. Subject S needs to appeal to an empirical theory proposing criteria 

(giving sufficient and necessary conditions) for the attribution of a phenomenal 

consciousness experience.  

Phenomenal consciousness is found wherever there is experience and feeling. And the 

phenomenal character of an experience is exactly what it is like for the creature actually 

experiencing it to have that particular experience: “Phenomenal conscious properties are 

the experiential properties of sensations, feelings and perceptions...” (Block, 1994) As 

Steven Pinker puts it, phenomenal consciousness is: “sentience: subjective experience, 

phenomenal awareness, raw feels, first person present tense, “what is it like” to be or to 

do something and, if you have to ask you’ll never know.” (Pinker, 1999) Michael Tye 

says: “Consciousness of this sort should be distinguished from higher-order 

consciousness; it attaches paradigmatically to perceptual experiences and images, bodily 

sensations, emotions, and felt moods.” (Tye, 1998) Phenomenal consciousness deals with 
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how things look, sound, smell, etc., which is directly related to the subject of experience. 

In other words, it is what is it like to see, hear, smell, etc. from a subjective point of view. 

 In Block’s words, “phenomenal properties are often representational. For example, what 

it is like to see something as a refrigerator is different from what it is like to see the same 

thing from the same angle as a big white thing of unknown purpose and design.” (Block, 

1994) According to Nagel, if there is something it is like to be a bat, something for the 

bat itself, then that is evidence that the bat has phenomenal consciousness.  

Chalmers believes that a being is conscious if there is something it is like to be that being. 

There is something it feels like to be the cognitive agent. This internal aspect is 

consciousness. What is central in consciousness is experience, he says. Chalmers argues 

that conscious experience is central to a subjective point of view. He emphasizes that 

when he talks about consciousness he is actually talking only about the subjective quality 

of experience: the what-it-is-like-ness. “To be conscious” is synonymous with “to have 

qualia (the ineffable subjective qualities of experience)” and with “to have subjective 

experience (the way things seem to me, as opposed to how they are objectively)”. 

Similarly, he says, a mental state is conscious if there is something it is like to be in that 

mental state. To put it another way, “we can say that a mental state is conscious if it has a 

qualitative feel, an associated quality of experience. These qualitative feels are also 

known as phenomenal qualities, or qualia for short.” (Chalmers D. J., 1996) 

Chalmers claims that terms and phrases such as “experience”, “qualia”, 

“phenomenology”, “phenomenal”, “subjective experience”, and “what it is like”, pick out 

approximately the same class of phenomena as “consciousness”.  
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As previously mentioned, by definition, an entity or creature is conscious if and only if it 

is in some mental state. And a mental state is conscious if and only if there is something 

it is like to be in that mental state for the corresponding entity. Being phenomenally 

conscious is a property that some entities, in particular human beings, have when they are 

awake in normal conditions, that is, there is something it is like to be each one of them. 

This is what some refer to as the “inner life” of conscious entities.  

Now, let’s imagine an advanced robot which behaves exactly as you do in detecting all 

the colors, shapes, smells, tastes, sounds, etc. that are surrounding it. This robot could 

analyze the signals detected and might also be able to determine its location, the things 

happening around it, to behave and to react the same way as you do to your environment. 

However, there would be nothing it would be like for the robot to detect and to analyze 

all those signals. There would be no “inner life” of “what it is likeness” for this robot 

despite its ability to process the information just as well as we do. So it seems that 

information processing and phenomenal consciousness are two distinct phenomena.  

Ned Block emphasizes this distinction by differentiating between two kinds of 

consciousness: phenomenal and access consciousness (Block, 1995).  Let’s begin with 

Block’s definition of access consciousness, in other words, access to information:  

“A state with a certain content is access-consciousness if, in virtue of one’s having the 

state, a representation which has that content is (1) poised to be used freely as a premise 

in reasoning, according to the capabilities of the reasoner, (2) poised to be used freely for 

control of action...” (Block, 1994)  

The major symptom of access-consciousness in language-using organisms would be 
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reportability, and in others, their ability to use perceptual contents in guiding their actions 

and behaviour. With respect to this definition, we can see that the paradigm access- 

conscious states are thoughts, beliefs and desires (Block, 1994). Also in the following he 

gives three conditions for access consciousness, which he takes together to be sufficient, 

but not all necessary: 

“A state is access-conscious if, in virtue of one’s having the state, a representation 

of its content is (1) inferentially promiscuous [...], that is, poised for use as a 

premise in reasoning, (2) poised for rational control of action, and (3) poised for 

rational control of speech.” (Block, 1995)   

Along the same lines, David Chalmers contrasts the phenomenal concept of mind with 

the psychological concept of mind (Chalmers, 1996) Chalmers articulates what he refers 

to as the psychological concept of mind in this way:  

“This is the concept of mind as the causal or explanatory basis of behaviour. A state 

is mental in this sense if it plays the right sort of causal role in the production of 

behaviour, or at least an appropriate role in the explanation of behaviour. 

According to the psychological concept, it matters little whether a mental state has 

a conscious quality or not. What matters is the role it plays in a cognitive 

economy.” (Chalmers, 1996) 

By elaborating these dichotomies, Block and Chalmers are trying to capture the 

distinction between first-person, qualitative, introspectively accessible, and third-person, 

objective, causal and scientifically accessible, aspects of consciousness. Chalmers’ 

phenomenal concept of the mind, and Block’s phenomenal consciousness, both refer to 
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the subjective phenomenal character of conscious experience; Chalmers’ psychological 

concept of the mind, and Block’s access consciousness, are trying to grasp the third-

person, information processing, aspect.  

Steven Pinker also uses the phrase ‘access to information’ instead of ‘access-

consciousness’: by that he means the ability to have access to the mass of information 

processed in the nervous system. He claims that, “ The mass of information processing in 

the nervous system falls into two pools: one pool, which includes the products of vision 

and the contents of short-term memory, can be accessed by the system underlying verbal 

reports, rational thought, and deliberate decision making (this notion is compatible with 

Block’s access-consciousness). The other pool, which includes autonomic (gut-level) 

responses, the internal calculations behind vision, language, and movement, and 

repressed desires or memories (if there are any), cannot be accessed by those systems; 

(but) sometimes information can pass from the first pool to the second or vice versa (so in 

this way, they can or cannot be accessible). ” (Pinker, 1999) 

According to all these definitions, “Access consciousness” and “the psychological 

concept of the mind”, are functional notions. Depending on the state’s functional role and 

what the state does in the system in which it is embedded, a state can be conscious 

(access conscious) or mental in the psychological sense.  

On the other hand, the phenomenal character of conscious experience is not a functional 

notion. While the processes of seeing, smelling, tasting, hearing, etc. are all functional 

notions and involve information processing mechanisms, the phenomenal character of 

consciousness refers to the feeling of what it is like to see, hear and smell, etc. So the 
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issue here is why this information processing is accompanied by a phenomenal feel. All 

these functions and processes can go on ‘in the dark’ without the presence of any inner 

feeling, just like in the case of the robot we mentioned earlier. In reply to the above 

question, some argue that explaining all the functions leaves out the phenomenal 

character of consciousness. 

Nagel puts the idea this way:  

“[The what-it-is-like-ness of an experience] is not analyzable in terms of any 

explanatory system of functional states, or intentional states, since these could be 

ascribed to robots or automata that behaved like people though they experienced 

nothing. It is not analyzable in terms of the causal role of experiences in relation to 

typical human behaviour—for similar reasons.” (T. Nagel, 1974, pp. 436-437) 

Now since science typically deals with functional roles and explanations, and as 

mentioned above, this kind of explanation leaves the phenomenal character of 

consciousness intact, it seems that the standard scientific methodology is no help to us in 

understanding how phenomenal consciousness is connected to the physical world. This is 

why Chalmers calls the problem of experience the hard problem of consciousness as 

opposed to the easy problem, which deals with the functions and information processing 

systems that we have a grip on and at least know how to approach with our standard 

scientific methodology (Chalmers, 1995).  

The main problem of consciousness is whether the phenomenal character of 

consciousness fits into the physical world, and if it does, how. Physicalism about 

consciousness is a thesis claiming that it does. According to physicalism, conscious 
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experience is metaphysically necessitated by a physical supervenience base, and it is 

embedded in the causal network of the physical world. Physical causes affect conscious 

experiences and vice-versa. A spider’s bite (physical cause) causes pain (conscious 

experience effect), which then causes a bodily movement (physical effect) to remove the 

spider.   

According to physicalism, all entities and their properties, and all facts and events are 

either physical items or supervenient on a set of physical items. That is to say, all entities 

have a “physical nature”. Physicalism claims that the property of being conscious is a 

physical property or a supervenient property, such that in order for any entity to be 

conscious, is for that entity to instantiate the conscious property.  

3.2 Two supervenient approaches towards the nature of 
consciousness 
	
In this section, I discuss two physical approaches towards an explanation of the nature of 

consciousness, which both claim it to be a supervenient property rather than a physical 

one. The first one is a behaviorist approach and the second one is a functional approach.  

3.2.1 A behaviorist approach to consciousness, Strong AI 
	
Roughly the idea behind a behaviorist approach to consciousness is to explain 

consciousness on the basis of behavioral criteria. According to Strong AI, artificial minds 

are physically possible, and to have a mind is to have intentional behaviors.   

By claiming that artificial minds are physically possible, proponents of Strong AI are 

implying that having a biological brain made out of neurons is not a necessary condition 

for a system to have a mind. For example, it is possible for a silicon-chip-based system 



	 45	

(or for another, non-neuron-based, biological system) to have a mind. As mentioned 

before, what it means to have a mind for the proponents of this theory is to behave in 

some way, that is, intentionally. According to AI, intentional behavior is necessary and 

sufficient for the attribution of a mind. In fact, for Strong AI, having intentional behavior 

is precisely what it means to have a mind. 

According to Dennett and others, these conditions not only apply to humans but also to 

some other animals. Dennett (1987) argues that the orders of intentionality in an animal 

are a function of the complexity of its behavior. By using behavioral criteria for the 

attribution of intentional states, and more generally, for the attribution of a mind, 

proponents of Strong AI argue that if a machine shows intentional behaviors, it meets the 

requirements of having a mind.  

Of course this idea gives rise to the issue of determining what counts as “intentional 

behavior”. However this is determined, the fundamental point of Strong AI is that in 

order to be able to attribute a mind to an entity, it is crucial for that entity to behave in 

some way (i.e. intentionally), rather than for it to have some specific physical property 

(eg. neurons, grey matter, etc).  

As a result of all the above, plus an additional (presumed innocent) premise to the effect 

that to be conscious is to have a conscious mind, behaviorists argue that it seems 

reasonable to attribute consciousness on the basis of behavior as well: 

1) If we attribute a mind on the basis of behavior, 

2) and to be conscious is to have a conscious mind, 

3) and if we attribute a conscious mind on the basis of intentional behavior, 
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4) then it seems reasonable to attribute consciousness on the basis of intentional 

behavior as well. 

So if an entity exhibits intentional behavior, then that entity instantiate a conscious 

property.9 

To the extent that intentional behavior is epistemically accessible inter-subjectively, in 

the sense that we take ourselves correctly to identify intentional behaviors in certain 

others, this idea gives us third-person criteria for the attribution of consciousness. It also 

leaves open the possibility for an artificial system to have consciousness, rather than 

limiting it only to human (or animal) biological organisms.  

Of course, there is again the question of which behaviors are correctly claimed to satisfy 

the criteria for the attribution of consciousness. And there is the separate question of 

whether the behaviors alone are necessary or sufficient conditions for the attribution of 

consciousness. The first question raises epistemological issues and the second 

metaphysical ones.  

Conscious Behavior 

Regarding the first question, some criteria need to be defined for what counts as 

“intentional behavior”. Human conscious behavior might be an option to use as the norm 

for such behavior, or else we need to articulate a more general characterization of 

“intentional behavior”, which also includes non-human conscious behaviors.  

It is obvious that choosing human intentional behaviors as criteria of consciousness is too 

																																																								
9 If this argument appears overly punctilious, it is because it is. We must remember the anti-mentalist 
context of behaviorism.  
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restrictive. As far as we know, the possibility of other creatures being conscious is still 

open. Therefore human intentional behavior, at best, can give a sufficient condition for 

the attribution of consciousness. However, as our knowledge about human intentional 

behavior is more significant than our knowledge about other animals’ intentional 

behavior, this criterion can be more recognizable.  

The possibility of finding criteria for a general characterization of conscious behavior is 

less tractable and so far, we have no empirical bases for it. Moreover, a kind of circularity 

exists here. On one hand, in order to be able to find a more general description of 

intentional behavior we need to make sure that the non-human creatures’ behavior that 

we are studying and to which we attribute “conscious behavior”, are indeed intentional. 

But on the other hand, we need the general characterization of intentional behavior to be 

able to tell whether the non-human creatures are conscious. Moreover, in order to be able 

to determine whether the behavior of non-human creatures is intentional, we need the 

criteria for distinguishing conscious from non-conscious creatures.  

However, as mentioned above, the main target of AI research is to develop artificial 

minds and according to AI theorists, “mind” mainly refers to human mind; this being so, 

the first option, namely considering human intentional behavior as the criterion for a 

conscious mind, despite being narrow, could be acceptable. According to AI, if an entity 

shows a human like intentional behavior, that entity is conscious (instantiates the 

consciousness property).  

But even if we accept this criterion, given the complexity of human behavior, the 

question of what behavioral patterns are the relevant ones (as a sign of consciousness) 
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still remains an issue. Human behavioral patterns can give sufficient conditions for the 

attribution of intentional behavior, and therefore for the attribution of consciousness, to 

other entities. It does not seem necessary for other entities to behave in the same 

behavioral patterns as human organisms in every aspect. Only human organisms behave 

as human organisms in every respect. So what are, if any, the behavioral patterns that 

could justify the attribution of consciousness, in a way that could be applied to both 

humans and non-humans?  

Behavior and Consciousness 

The “zombie argument” challenges the idea that human intentional behavior can be 

treated as a sufficient, if not a necessary, condition for the attribution of consciousness. 

“Zombies” are basically entities that behave like human beings but without any “inner 

feeling”; there is nothing such as what-it-is-like to be that zombie, so zombies do not 

instantiate the consciousness property and everything happens in the dark. The argument 

is based on the idea that a machine could be programmed to simulate human-like 

intentional behavior, while there was nothing it would be like to be that machine. As J. 

Searle (1997) suggests, there is a difference between having a mind and simulating a 

mind, and the proponents of strong AI fail to distinguish between these. The simulation 

of a conscious mind in a machine is not a conscious mind, just as a computer simulation 

of a human being is not a human being.10 

The zombie argument against Strong AI is based on the premise that there is no 

contradiction in the idea of the existence of non-conscious entities behaving exactly like 

																																																								
10 Searle (1997), in extrapolating his “Chinese room argument,” argues that just as syntax does not entail 
meaning, human-like behavior—he argues—does not entail consciousness. 
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human beings. Zombies are, by definition, non-conscious creatures whose behaviors are 

indistinguishable from human intentional behaviors. According to Strong AI, such a 

definition is incoherent, given its criterion of attribution of consciousness precisely to 

creatures whose behaviors are indistinguishable from human intentional behaviors. But 

intuitively, given that we are not omniscient with respect to recognizing intentional 

behaviors, it should be clear that zombies are metaphysically possible. There is no 

conceptual conflict in the notion of an non-conscious creature whose behaviors are 

indistinguishable from human intentional behaviors. Opponents of strong AI claim that 

the mere metaphysical possibility of zombies is a sufficient reason to deny Strong AI. 

Proponents of Strong AI cannot merely define-out our metaphysical intuitions of 

possibility without begging the question. 

While metaphysical possibility does not entail physical possibility, it could also be 

claimed that there are physically possible worlds with zombies living in them. The latter 

would be an empirical claim, to be examined through natural science. 

If we believe in the idea that only human beings can behave as human beings in every 

respect, as we are embodied minds and our behavior depends on our biological 

characteristics, i.e. different bodies result in different behaviors, then zombies (if the 

zombie is required to behave in every respect as a human being) are not physically 

possible. On the other hand, if it is believed that zombies are required to have only some 

human intentional behavioral patterns, linguistic behavior for instance, then there are two 

possibilities:  

Either it is the case that in the actual world any entity that shows the same linguistic 
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behavior as human beings is such that there is something it is like to be that entity. In this 

case, linguistically behavioral zombies are not physically possible, nor hence 

metaphysically possible. In this case, Strong AI (as well as Weak AI) is safe. 

Or else it is the case that in the actual world only entities with the same structure of 

neuronal systems as human nervous systems can show the same linguistic behavior as 

human beings. In this case, linguistically behavioral zombies are not physically possible, 

nor metaphysically possible.  In this case, Strong AI (as well as Weak AI) would be false, 

as for no system, other than the ones with same structure of neuronal systems as human 

nervous systems, there is something it is like to be that system.  

We now consider an argument other than the zombie argument against the idea that 

conscious properties can be reduced to behavioral properties.  

The argument is based on the definition of being phenomenally conscious. An entity is 

phenomenally conscious if and only if there is something it is like to be that entity. Since 

that is so, then being conscious is an intrinsic property of a conscious entity. Now let’s 

measure this up against what the ontological nature of consciousness is according to 

Strong AI. As we have seen, the only way that Strong AI can explain the nature of 

consciousness is by taking the consciousness property to be a property of intentional 

behavior. According to this idea, to be conscious is just to behave in an intentional way, 

and nothing more. In other words, the property of consciousness is identical to this 

characteristic of behavior. However, as I now proceed to show, no characteristic of 

behavior can be an intrinsic property of an entity as consciousness is supposed to be 

according to the above definition.  
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Properties of the behavior of an entity are not intrinsic properties of that entity, regardless 

of the fact that behavior supervenes on physical items. An entity remains the entity it is 

regardless of whether it engages in one behavior rather than another, indeed whether it 

behaves at all. For all we know there is phenomenal consciousness, a what-it-is-like-ness, 

to being in certain comas; we know that phenomenal consciousness accompanies the 

Locked-In Syndrome. Behavior, on the other hand, concerns relations (between a creature 

and its environment).  Its properties are relational properties11, while consciousness 

properties are intrinsic. So consciousness properties cannot be identical with behavioral 

properties. 

To conclude, one can deny the physical possibility of behavioral zombies. It could be 

believed that the instantiation of a consciousness property in an entity is a necessary 

condition for that entity to show human-like conscious behavior. However, at the same 

time, it can be believed that consciousness properties are not properties of behaviors.  

So the ontological nature of the consciousness property and the way it determines the 

behavior of conscious entities still remain valid questions at this point.  

3.2.2 Functional approach to Consciousness 
	
According to functionalism, mental states are functional states. Every mental state is 

individuated in virtue of its function in the cognitive system. Every mental state is 

realised by a brain state; however, a given mental state can be realised by different 

physical systems and in different ways. This leads to the idea that mental states are 
																																																								
11 For instance, in psychological behaviorism (as defined in Chapter 1, section 1.5.4), the behavioral 
patterns are given by the characteristics of the relations, mediated by the creature, between stimuli and 
responses. 
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higher-order states.  

According to a classical functionalist theory –Computationalism—originally developed 

by H. Putnam and J. Fodor, a mental process is conceived as an information-processing 

process.12 Putnam says: 

“According to this model, psychological states (“believing that p,” “desiring that 

p,” “considering whether p,” etc.) are simply “computational states” of the brain. 

The proper way to think of the brain is as a digital computer. Our psychology is to 

be described as the software of this computer—its “functional organization.” (1988)  

Functionalism provides the theoretical base of cognitive science. However, cognitive 

science did not use functionalism to explain phenomenal consciousness. Also Ray 

Jackendoff, developer of a cognitivist (computationalist) theory of consciousness, claims 

that: 

“When we turn to the relation of the computational mind to the phenomenological 

mind we are in the same situation as we were with the phenomenological mind-

body problem. Although the computational theory of mind may help in elucidating 

the units and distinctions that are present to experience, and although the 

organization of the phenomenological mind may be more closely paralleled by the 

computational mind than by raw neurophysiology, we still have gotten nowhere 

with the essential nature of consciousness itself.” (1987, pp. 21-22). 

																																																								
12 Putnam and Fodor later rejected this theory. 
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Moreover, even though Dennett (1991) is a computationalist, he is an eliminativist when 

it comes to phenomenal consciousness. Chalmers, speculating that a functionalist theory 

could be right, argues for a form of dualism (Property dualism) in explaining phenomenal 

consciousness.  

If a functionalist theory claims to account for consciousness, the conscious property C 

needs to be explained according to its functional architecture and functional roles. 

According to functionalism, what accounts for the instantiation of consciousness and 

determines its characteristics are not the physical properties of the system, but its 

information states, functional roles and processes. Consciousness is a functional feature 

and cannot be reduced in terms of physical properties. The consciousness property is not 

a physical property.  

As Block puts it: “The difference between physicalism and functionalism is that the 

functionalist says that consciousness is a role, whereas the physicalist says that 

consciousness is a physical or biological state that implements that role.”(2007, p. 118) 

Some “hardware” is required for the instantiation of the functional architecture, but it 

does not necessarily need to be a certain physical or biological hardware.  

Functionalists believe that a system is not required to be made of neurons and biological 

tissue to be conscious; it can be made of any entity with similar functions. So for 

functionalism, minds are multiply realizable. Now, if on the one hand, consciousness is a 

property of some mental states, and on the other hand, mental states are exhaustively 

captured by their cognitive function, it follows that the consciousness property is also a 

functional property. 
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Moreover, according to functionalism, mental states, many types of them if not all, have 

some representational content, that is, their cognitive function is indeed to represent. 

Some conscious states such as sensory processes are considered to be information-

processing activities, just as thinking is.  

There are several arguments claiming that functionalism fails to explain the reality of 

phenomenal experience (the phenomenal character of consciousness), such as Block’s 

“Chinese nation” thought-experiment, a version of the zombie argument and the 

“inverted spectrum argument”.   

In the “Chinese nation” thought-experiment, Block (2007) proposes the following 

scenario on the basis of the multiple realizability implied by functionalism, (i.e. the fact 

that the same functional structure can be realised by different systems). Imagine we take 

a large enough group of people, let’s say the population of China, in which every 

individual performs the functional work of one neuron. In this case, we could have a 

realization of a mind. For Block, “it is not at all obvious that the China-body system is 

physically impossible. It could be functionally equivalent to you for a short time, say an 

hour.” (2005, p. 71)  

Now the question is whether it is reasonable to expect that there would be something it is 

like to be the whole “China-body”? Block’s reply is that it is not. He finds it intuitively 

clear that this “homunculi-headed system” plausibly does not realize a subject of 

experience. And he concluded from this counterexample that functional organization is 

not a sufficient condition for consciousness. As Block says: “What makes the homunculi-

headed system [...] just described a prima facie counter example to (machine) 
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functionalism is that there is prima facie doubt whether it has any mental states at all—

especially whether it has what philosophers have variously called “qualitative states”, 

“raw feels,” or “immediate phenomenological qualities”. (2007, p. 73)   

Moreover, it is hard to see how a functional organization, even one where each 

homunculus of the system has the consciousness property as in this case, can give rise to 

a unified consciousness. No functional organization by itself seems to be able to justify or 

explain a new single conscious mind or a subject of experience.  

All that being said, a functionalist can still claim that, despite contrary intuitions, a 

functional organization could explain qualitative states and the unity of consciousness, 

adding that it is because we still do not have enough knowledge of the structure of the 

mind that we cannot yet fully explain how a functional organization gives rise to a 

unified consciousness. After all, the fact that consciousness is multiply realizable does 

not entail that just any functional organization can give rise to it. The absence of 

consciousness in the China-body might be taken merely to show that it is inadequate as 

an isomorphism for human consciousness.  

Another argument against functionalism about consciousness is the possibility of an 

inverted spectrum or qualia inversion. I give a brief definition of qualia for the purpose of 

this argument: the “what-it-is-likeness” of being in a conscious mental state at a given 

moment, is the phenomenal content of that conscious mental state, and the constituents of 

phenomenal contents are qualia. The phenomenal content (the what-it-is-likeness) of 

seeing red differs in its quale from phenomenal content (the what-it-is-likeness) of seeing 

blue.  
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Now imagine two subjects S and R. Whenever S looks at a clear sky, she has qualia of a 

blue experience, and whenever she looks at a ripe tomato, she has qualia of a red 

experience. However, subject R’s phenomenological spectrum is inverted relative to S: 

whenever R looks at a clear sky, he has qualia subjectively identical to those that S has of 

a red experience, and whenever R looks at a ripe tomato, he has qualia subjectively 

identical to those that S has of a blue experience. 13 

It is claimed that the possibility of an inverted spectrum refutes functionalism. Here is the 

argument:  

(P1) If functionalism is true: mental states are characterized solely by their cognitive 

function.  

(P2) An inverted spectrum is possible: mental states with the same cognitive 

functional roles can have different phenomenal content and so different qualia.  

S’s mental state with red qualia plays in S's cognition an identical functional role 

in R's cognition as does R’s mental state with blue qualia. This identity of 

function is captured in their sharing a concept, which they would both express as 

the experience of seeing red. 

(P3) Realism about qualia: conscious mental states have phenomenal contents.  

(P4) From 1,2 & 3 !  Functionalism is incompatible with the possibility of inverted 

spectra. 

If cognitive function alone characterizes mental states, there can be no difference 
																																																								
13			For the same reasons as one can be doubtful of interpersonal comparisons of utility, one could be 
doubtful of interpersonal comparions of qualia.		
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in phenomenal contents of S and R’s experiences of seeing red.    

(C) Functionalism is false.  

There is no doubt that premises 2 and 3 are at the core of the problem of consciousness, 

and controversial issues. The possibility of an inverted spectrum is hard to prove if it can 

be proved at all. Also, not everyone is a realist about qualia. These controversial issues 

are discussed later in this chapter.  

The third argument against functionalism about consciousness is a version of the zombie 

argument. The zombie argument claims that we can conceive of an entity where the 

functional system of human cognition is replicated, while the entity does not have any 

consciousness property or qualia. In other words, it has “absent qualia”.  

(P1) Functionalism: functional roles are necessary and sufficient conditions for the 

very existence of the consciousness property. 

(P2) Zombies are conceivable: Entities with the exact duplicate of human’s functional 

system, but lacking any consciousness property.  

(C) Functionalism does not account for the very existence of the consciousness 

property.  

The inverted spectrum argument tries to show that functionalism cannot account for the 

differences between phenomenological contents, while the zombie argument goes further 

and concludes that functionalism cannot account for the existence of phenomenal content 

at all. 

In examining zombie arguments, we must distinguish between their metaphysical and 
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physical readings.  

The claim that functional zombies are metaphysically possible, that there is no 

contradiction in the idea of an entity functionally identical to a human being and yet not 

conscious, is an attempt to show that the consciousness property cannot be identical to a 

functional property.  

The claim that zombies are physically possible would show not only that the 

consciousness property is not identical to a functional property; it would also show that 

functional roles are not sufficient conditions for the existence of consciousness 

properties, in the actual world.  

We do not know whether functional zombies are physically possible, just as is the case of 

behavioural zombies. The possibility of functional zombies depends on the possibility of 

the multiple-realizability thesis about consciousness: different physical systems can have 

the same functional architecture. However, the complexity of the functional architecture 

affects the constraints on the physical characteristics a system must meet in order to be 

able to perform the function. At the same time, it is not easy, if possible, in all cases to 

give a general formalization of the relation between the complexity of a functional 

architecture and the amounts and/or types of constraints on the characteristics of the 

physical realizer.   

We know that the functional architecture of the human mind is very complex, so in order 

for a physical system to be able to implement the functional architecture required for 

instantiating consciousness, it needs to meet several constraints. Consequently, it might 

be the case that only a system as complex as the human nervous system meets all the 
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requirements that makes it possible to instantiate the consciousness property. In that case 

functional zombies are not physically possible. Note that even if functional zombies were 

not physically possible in our world, that would not entail that functionalism about 

consciousness is true. There are still several other arguments against functionalism about 

consciousness.  

At this point it is worth distinguishing between three different notions of functionalism: 

causal role, biological, and computational notions of functionalism. The computational 

notion of function is related to the concept of information in a way that computational 

functions are performed by information processing; in causal role functionalism, there is 

a closer relation (causal) between physical processes and functions; and biological 

functions are determined by the selective history of an organism.  

In computational functionalism, there are information inputs, information outputs, and 

internal informational states. A functional architecture is related to the way information is 

processed, in other words, to the algorithm. A functional property is a property of an 

algorithm, which is the characteristic of the information processing described by the 

algorithm.  

The question that arises at this stage is what the ontological natures of functional 

properties, of architecture, of algorithm and of information are. If physicalism is true, 

they either have to be identical to physical states and processes, or supervene on physical 

items. On the other hand if there is multiple realizability, they cannot be identical to 

physical states and processes, but rather they supervene on physical items. They 

supervene on physical items in a way that these functions are realized in some hardware, 
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so when a function exists, there are some underlying physical processes going on. Just the 

same way as any machine consists of physical properties that are designed by engineers 

to perform as hardware for its computational functions, similarly, when our cognitive 

system processes any kind of perception, for example, there are various chemical 

reactions in the relevant nerves and in general in our neural system. All this results in the 

idea that the possibility of the consciousness property being a computational functional 

property is not in conflict with physicalism. 

According to the multiple realizability thesis, not only can a given function be realized by 

different hardware, but also a given hardware can be used to realize different functions. 

So it should be noted that according to this theory, functional properties are not intrinsic 

properties of the hardware that realizes them. To put it in other words, the supervenience 

base of a function realized by some hardware not only includes that hardware but also 

other physical systems. A physical system (hardware) realizes a function by receiving an 

information input, performing its function, and then giving an information output. No 

doubt these inputs and outputs are essential for the function that the hardware performs; 

but they could also involve other hardware and give rise to the same function.  

Recall that when a physical system instantiates a consciousness property, it instantiates 

an intrinsic property. But the functional properties of a physical system are not intrinsic 

properties of that physical system. So we can conclude that consciousness cannot be a 

functional property.  

Another point to be considered while dealing with computational functionalism is that 

information does not make sense in the absence of some epistemological subject, who is 
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able to interpret some physical state as an information state. A computer cannot be 

considered as a machine that stores information in a world without any intentional agents 

who could interpret the information and use it as a computer. No physical state or process 

is, intrinsically, an information state or process. Computers do have intrinsic physical 

states, but they do not have intrinsic information states. As J. Searle says “the deeper 

argument against computationalism is that the computational features of a system are not 

intrinsic to its physics alone, but require a user or interpreter” (1997, p. 130). So if that 

information is subject-relative, it follows that intentional subjects, in addition to 

functions, functional architectures, functional properties, information, etc. need to be 

included in the supervenience base of a function realised by some hardware. In that case, 

the supervenience base extends beyond the realization base. 

As in the previous argument, the same issue arises here: for an entity to be conscious is 

for it to instantiate an intrinsic property. Computational functions and information are not 

intrinsic properties of their supervenience base. So the consciousness property cannot be 

a functional property. 

To wrap up the functional approach to consciousness: 

(P1) Physicalism requires functions to supervene on the physical (some hardware is 

necessary to realize the functions), 

(P2) Given multiple realizability and the converse of multiple realizability, functions 

are not intrinsic properties of the hardware,  

(P3) The consciousness property of S (the what-it-is-likeness to be S) is an intrinsic 

property of S (not of a physical system which includes S but is larger than S), 



	 62	

   (C) The consciousness property cannot be a functional property.  

Functionalism (in all its notions) cannot be true about consciousness.  

It is obvious that the rejection of both Strong AI and computational functionalism is 

based on the definition of consciousness as an intrinsic property. The notion of 

consciousness as an intrinsic property is in turn based on the definition of consciousness 

as: “an entity S is phenomenally conscious if and only if there is something it is like to be 

that entity.” That is to say that when S instantiates a consciousness property, it actually 

instantiates an intrinsic property. Intrinsic properties are different from relational 

properties. For example the property of being a mother is relational, while the property of 

being a woman (having XX chromosomes) is intrinsic. The consciousness property is a 

property of mental states and so an intrinsic property of mental states. Given physicalism, 

this entails that the consciousness property is a physical property or a supervenient 

property of a mental state.  

According to all the above arguments, given the definition of consciousness as an 

intrinsic property of mental states, consciousness is neither a behavioural nor a functional 

property. For neither behaviour nor function is an intrinsic property of their realizers.  

3.3 Some arguments against Physicalism about Consciousness 
	
Earlier in this chapter we referred to the so-called “hard problem” of consciousness, and 

briefly discussed that ‘explaining why certain physical processes are accompanied by 

phenomenal qualities’ could very well be a hard problem. However, some argue that 

explaining phenomenal consciousness is not just a hard problem, but one that is 

unsolvable by physicalism. The following are some arguments showing that physicalism 
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about consciousness is in fact false. 

3.3.1 The general strategy of the arguments against physicalism about 
consciousness  
	
Most of the arguments against physicalism about consciousness proceed by revealing and 

emphasizing the existence of an epistemic gap between the realm of our conscious 

experiences and the realm of physical processes. This is how the argument proceeds:  

            (P1)  There is an epistemic gap between physical and phenomenal truths.  

(P2)  Since there is an epistemic gap between physical and phenomenal truths, 

then there is an ontological gap between physical and phenomenal properties.  

(P3)  Since there is an ontological gap between physical and phenomenal 

properties, then physicalism about consciousness is false.  

(C) Physicalism about consciousness is false. (Cf. Chalmers, 2010b, p. 110) 

The first premise, by referring to an epistemic gap, shows that there is no epistemic 

entailment from physical (or any kind of scientific knowledge) to phenomenal 

knowledge.  The hard problem is telling us that the standard scientific methodology is 

unable to explain why there is conscious experience accompanying physical processes. 

The first and second premises yield the existence of an ontological gap on the basis of the 

presence of an epistemic gap.14 This is the reasoning doing all the most important work in 

																																																								
14 The move from an epistemic gap to an ontological gap is motivated by the so-called Entailment Thesis. 
See Jackson, F. (1998), From Metaphysics to Ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, as well as Balog, K.  
(2001), The Entailment Thesis, Commentary on Frank Jackson’s From Metaphysics to Ethics, Philosophy 
and Phenomenological Research, Vol. LXII, No. 3 
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rejecting physicalism. The epistemic gap without this reasoning remains only about 

knowledge, entailing no metaphysical conclusion. However this reasoning supports the 

failure of ontological entailment between physical and phenomenal facts. In this case, 

phenomenal properties are not necessitated metaphysically by physical properties, so it is 

possible for the physical facts to hold without the phenomenal facts holding (cf. 

Chalmers, 2003, 2010a).15  

According to the third premise, as physicalism is the idea that conscious experience is 

metaphysically necessitated by a physical supervenience base, falsifying it is claiming 

that there is an ontological gap between the physical and the phenomenal. The 

ontological gap between the physical and the phenomenal would prevent the physical 

supervenience base to metaphysically necessitate conscious experience. 

In the following part of this chapter, we will discuss three main arguments against 

physicalism: The influential conceivability arguments by Chalmers (and Kripke), 

Levine’s explanatory gap, and Frank Jackson's knowledge argument. They all certainly 

present important challenges to physicalism.  

3.3.2 Levine’s explanatory gap 
	
Joseph Levine (1983) compares scientific identity statements with identity statements 

concerning consciousness, and argues that all the functions seem to leave out conscious 

experience. 

He claims that scientific identity statements like ‘water is H2O’ are fully explanatory, 
																																																								
15 See Chalmers (2002, 2004, 2010b) for an extensive argument (the so-called two-dimensional argument) 
supporting the link between conceivability and metaphysical possibility. 
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while psycho-physical identities like ‘pain is C-fibres firing’, which concern 

consciousness, leave something crucial unexplained.  

The identity statement ‘heat is mean molecular kinetic energy’ is fully explanatory in the 

sense that, as he says:  

“Our knowledge of chemistry and physics makes intelligible how it is that 

something like the motion of molecules could play the causal role we associate with 

heat. Furthermore, antecedent to our discovery of the essential nature of heat, its 

causal role [...] exhausts our notion of it. Once we understand how this causal role 

is carried out there is nothing more we need to understand.” (Levine, 1983, p. 357) 

The reason that the statement ‘pain is C- fibres firing’ is not fully explanatory, is because 

of the phenomenal character of a painful experience: the ‘what-it-is-likeness of being in 

pain’. What this statement leaves out is an explanation for why C-fibres firing feel the 

way they do. As Levine puts it:  

“There seems to be nothing about C-fiber firing which makes it naturally ‘fit’ the 

phenomenal properties of pain, any more than it would fit some other set of 

phenomenal properties. Unlike its functional role, the identification of the 

qualitative side of pain with C-fiber firing (or some property of C-fiber firing) 

leaves the connection between it and what we identify it with completely 

mysterious. One might say, it makes the way pain feels into merely a brute fact.” 

(Levine, 1983, p. 357) 

Levine claims that no matter how detailed knowledge one has about the mechanisms 

leading to C-fibre firings, one is still unable to see why the presence of pain feeling 
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should follow. Note that the statement ‘pain is C-fibres firing’ is explanatory with regard 

to the functional aspect of pain, but it is not explanatory with regard to its phenomenal 

aspect.  

The Explanatory Gap Argument claims that conscious mental states cannot be fully 

explained by their functional roles. In addition to these functional roles, there is their 

phenomenal character, the qualitative feel one experiences when undergoing them.  

Another sign of the existence of the explanatory gap according to Levine, is the problem 

of other minds. No matter how detailed knowledge one might have about the physical 

processes (knowledge of structure and function) happening during one’s conscious 

experience, one is unable to use this knowledge to conclude that other creatures are going 

through the same physical processes, conscious or not. We just simply cannot know 

whether the same physical processes are always accompanied by the same felt 

phenomenal quality. 

Levine explicitly argues that from the fact that there is an explanatory gap no 

metaphysical conclusion follows. According to Levine, the mere presence of the 

explanatory gap is compatible with physicalism (Levine, 1983, 1993, 2001). However, 

Chalmers believes that, with an extra premise, Levine’s explanatory gap can be turned 

into an argument against physicalism about consciousness. This extra premise is a link 

between epistemic and ontological gaps, which says that what cannot be physically 

explained, is not itself physical (Chalmers, 1996, 2003, 2010). The following is how 

Chalmers formulates the argument: 
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Explanatory Gap Argument 

(P1)  Physical accounts explain only structure and function.  

(P2)  Explaining structure and function does not suffice to explain consciousness.  

(P3) What cannot be physically explained is not itself physical. 

(C) Physicalism about consciousness is false. (Chalmers, 2010) 

 

The first two premises are claiming that the implication from physical truths to 

phenomenal truths would require a functional analysis of phenomenal truths. On the other 

hand, a functional analysis of consciousness cannot be given. So phenomenal truths can 

not be implied by physical truths.  

And the second premise, more specifically, is referring to the lack of epistemic 

entailment of function and consciousness: phenomenal truths cannot be explained by 

citing physical truths. 

The third premise, added by Chalmers, connects the epistemic conclusion to an 

ontological conclusion: it infers from the failure of explaining consciousness in physical 

terms to the conclusion that consciousness is not physical (Chalmers, 2003). 

3.3.3 Chalmers’ conceivability argument against Physicalism about 
Consciousness 
	
The conceivability argument takes the problem of other minds, which was discussed 

briefly in section 2.3.2, a step further by emphasizing the idea that particular physical 

processes do not necessary always feel the same way or accompany the same 

phenomenal qualities. It is always possible to conceive of a situation where all the 

physical processes are taking place but they are accompanied by no phenomenal quality. 
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We can always conceive of a creature, a total physical duplicate of ourself whose 

physical structure and functioning are the same as ours even in the smallest detail. 

However, this creature, called a phenomenal zombie, has no phenomenal life, no 

consciousness. David Chalmers claims that these zombies are conceivable. He 

characterizes zombies as follows:  

“So let us consider my zombie twin. This creature is molecule for molecule 

identical to me, and identical in all the low-level properties postulated by a 

completed physics, but he lacks conscious experience entirely. [...] To fix ideas, we 

can imagine that right now I am gazing out the window, experiencing some nice 

green sensations from seeing the trees outside, having pleasant taste experiences 

through munching on a chocolate bar, and feeling a dull aching sensation in my 

right shoulder. What is going on in my zombie twin? He is physically identical to 

me, and we may as well suppose that he is embedded in an identical environment. 

He will certainly be identical to me functionally: he will be processing the same 

sort of information, reacting in a similar way to inputs, with his internal 

configurations being modified appropriately and with indistinguishable behaviour 

resulting. He will be psychologically identical to me [...]. He will be perceiving the 

trees outside, in the functional sense, and tasting the chocolate, in the psychological 

sense. All of this follows logically from the fact that he is physically identical to 

me, by virtue of the functional analyses of psychological notions. He will even be 

‘conscious’ in the functional senses described earlier—he will be awake, able to 

report the contents of his internal states, able to focus attention in various places, 

and so on. It is just that none of this functioning will be accompanied by any real 
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conscious experience. There will be no phenomenal feel. There is nothing it is like 

to be a zombie.” (Chalmers, 1996) 

In wondering about the logical possibility of zombies, the question is whether it is 

logically possible for someone or something physically identical to me (or any conscious 

being) to lack conscious experience. Or to put it another way: Is the idea of a zombie 

logically coherent?  

To clarify the question, let us make the notion of zombie clearer. My zombie twin is a 

creature, molecule by molecule identical to me, and identical in all the low-level 

properties. She is also identical to me functionally (in functional organization, that is in 

the pattern of causal organization embodied in the mechanisms responsible for the 

production of behaviour) and psychologically, with the same behaviours and reactions. 

She is conscious in all other senses of consciousness (e.g. access consciousness), except 

for phenomenal consciousness: she lacks phenomenal feel and experience. So my zombie 

twin is physically, functionally, cognitively and psychologically identical to me, but lacks 

phenomenal experience. Now the question is whether the notion of such a creature 

(zombie) is conceptually coherent, that is, whether it is metaphysically possible. 

Chalmers emphasizes that “if no reasonable analysis of the terms in question points 

toward a contradiction, or even makes the existence of a contradiction plausible, then 

there is a natural assumption in favor of logical possibility.” (Chalmers D. J., 1996) He 

argues that because there is no contradiction in the description of a zombie, then almost 
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everybody is capable of conceiving this possibility.16 Consequently, a zombie is logically 

possible and logically conceivable. This is the first argument on which Chalmers relies, 

in order to reject the logical supervenience of consciousness on the physical: If a zombie 

is logically conceivable (and so logically possible), then phenomenal consciousness is not 

logically supervenient on the physical.  

It should be noted that what Chalmers is really interested in is whether zombies are 

metaphysically possible, not whether they are natural possibilities. He even 

acknowledges that most probably there are no phenomenal zombies in the actual world, 

nor are they naturally possible. In fact, Chalmers prefers the term ‘logical necessity’ over 

‘metaphysical necessity’. 

If there were a conceptual entailment from physical processes to felt qualities then the 

notion of a phenomenal zombie would be conceptually incoherent. However, as the 

explanatory gap shows, there is no such conceptual entailment. So, he claims that the 

notion of phenomenal zombies is conceptually coherent, and that phenomenal zombies 

are metaphysically possible. 

Conceivability Argument (Zombies argument): 

(P1)  It is conceivable that there are zombies (phenomenal zombies).  

(P2)  If it is conceivable that there are zombies, it is metaphysically possible that there are 

zombies.  

(P3)  If it is metaphysically possible that there are zombies, then consciousness is non-

																																																								
16	Some might say that conceivability is an imperfect guide to possibility. Although this is true for a 
posteriori necessity, it does not apply to a priori entailment to which we aim to refer by the notion of logical 
supervenience. (See Sadeghnia, 2007)	
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physical.  

(C) Physicalism about consciousness is false. (Chalmers, 2010) 

Balog summarizes Chalmers’ zombie argument in the following form: (Balog, 2012) 

1) P&~Q is conceivable.   

2) If P&~Q is conceivable then P&~Q is metaphysically possible.  

3) If P&~Q is metaphysically possible then physicalism is false. 

 4) Physicalism is false.17 

The first premise of the Conceivability Argument (Zombies Argument) claims that since 

the thought of a phenomenal zombie seems conceptually coherent, i.e., one can logically 

conceive of all the physical truths without phenomenal truths, then physical truths cannot 

entail phenomenal truths.  

The second premise moves from the conceivability of zombies to the metaphysical 

possibility of zombies. It claims that there is a direct link between epistemic conclusions 

and ontological conclusions.  

What the third premise expresses is that if phenomenal zombies are metaphysically 

possible then the phenomenal character of conscious experience is something over-and-

above the physical.  

That’s how it is concluded that physicalism about consciousness is false.  

																																																								
17	P: Physical properties or truth, Q: Phenomenal properties or truth. (Balog, 2012)	
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The conceivability of a situation in which the physical facts are the same but the facts 

about experience are different, led us to an argument against logical supervenience: the 

metaphysical/logical possibility of zombies. This argument, as discussed above, is the 

conceivability argument, which is based on these premises: 

(P1) “In our world, there are conscious experiences.  

(P2) There is a logically possible world physically identical to ours, in which all the 

positive facts about consciousness in our world do not hold.  

(P3) Therefore, facts about consciousness are further facts about our world, over and 

above the physical facts.  

       (C) So physicalism is false.” (Chalmers, 1996)  

The inverted spectrum argument against physicalism about 
consciousness 

The main question of this argument is whether or not it is logically possible to imagine a 

world physically identical to ours, but in which the facts about conscious experience are 

different from the ones in our world (without conscious experience being absent entirely). 

Chalmers argues that “as long as some positive fact about experience in our world does 

not hold in a physically identical world, then consciousness does not logically 

supervene.” (Chalmers, 1996) He continues that, as a logical possibility, it seems entirely 

coherent that experiences could be inverted while physical structure remains 

unchanged.18 Chalmers uses this argument as further evidence against the idea of 

																																																								
18	Even many materialists, such as Shoemaker, have agreed that it is coherent that one’s experiences can be 
inverted while one’s functional organization stays constant. 
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consciousness being logically supervenient on the physical. 

So far, Chalmers has claimed that by showing the logical possibility of zombies and 

inverted spectra, he has succeeded in proving that consciousness fails to supervene 

logically on the physical. Actually we can say that by the first argument--the logical 

possibility of zombies--he has tried to show that the existence of consciousness cannot be 

reductively explained, whereas by the second argument--the logical possibility of an 

inverted spectrum--he has demonstrated that the specific character of particular conscious 

experience could not be reductively explained. Consequently, either way, if 

consciousness does not supervene logically on the physical, physicalism is false. 

3.3.4 Jackson’s knowledge argument against Physicalism about 
Consciousness 
	
This argument is a thought experiment about Mary, a future scientist who is unable to 

have any color experiences. This is how Jackson describes it:  

“Mary is confined to a black-and-white room, is educated through black-and- white 

books and through lectures relayed on black-and white television. In this way she 

learns everything there is to know about the physical nature of the world. She 

knows all the physical facts about us and our environment, in a wide sense of 

‘physical’ which includes everything in completed physics, chemistry, and 

neurophysiology, and all there is to know about the causal and relational facts 

consequent upon all this, including of course functional roles. If physicalism is true, 

she knows all there is to know. For to suppose otherwise is to suppose that there is 

more to know than every physical fact, and that is what physicalism denies. 
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Physicalism is not the noncontroversial thesis that the actual world is largely 

physical, but the challenging thesis that it is entirely physical. This is why 

physicalists must hold that complete physical knowledge is complete knowledge 

simpliciter. [...] It seems, however, that Mary does not know all there is to know. 

For when she is let out of the black-and-white room or given a color television, she 

will learn what it is like to see something red, say. [...] Hence, physicalism is false. 

This is the Knowledge Argument against physicalism in one of its manifestations.” 

(Jackson,1986)  

According to this thought experiment, Mary knows everything about the physical 

processes of color vision. She has a complete knowledge of everything going on in our 

human brains when we see colors. She has acquired all there is to know about 

experiencing colors, without experiencing them herself. Then one day Mary goes out of 

her black-and-white room and sees a ripe tomato. This is the first time she becomes 

acquainted with the experience of seeing something red. The question that arises at this 

point is whether the knowledge she acquires while or after encountering a ripe tomato is 

new knowledge, or something which was already included in her previous knowledge.  

Jackson claims that Mary learns “what it is like to have a red experience”, which is new 

knowledge for her. If this is the case, Jackson argues, then physicalism is false, as Mary 

knew all the physical facts about seeing something red. These physical facts seem to have 

failed to entail all the facts about seeing something red. That is to say Mary learns 

something over and above the physical facts, a further property of red experiences one 

might say. This further property is a phenomenal property, a property neither entailed by 

the full knowledge of the physical facts, nor identical with any physical-functional 
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property.  

The Knowledge Argument against physicalism 

(P1)  Mary knows all the physical facts.  

(P2) Mary acquires new knowledge after experiencing colors. 

(P3)  So there are facts about consciousness or conscious experience that are not 

deducible from physical facts.  

(P4)  If there are facts about consciousness that are not deducible from physical facts, 

then there are non-physical facts.  

(C) Physicalism about consciousness is false. (Chalmers, 2010) 

According to this argument, phenomenal facts cannot be deduced from physical truths; 

this is where the epistemic gap appears. So the kind of epistemic entailment in question 

here is deducibility. Since Mary, who knows all the physical truths, is unable to deduce 

phenomenal truths from physical truths, phenomenal truths are not deducible from 

physical truths.  

The last premise, just as in the previous argument, connects the epistemic and ontological 

domains: the impossibility of deducing facts about consciousness on the basis of physical 

facts results in the claim that there are non-physical facts (phenomenal properties).  

More clarification of the Knowledge Argument 

There exist different versions of the knowledge argument. 
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The original version 

In the original version of the thought-experiment, the knowledge argument is formulated 

using the notion of information (Jackson, 1982).  

P1: Mary has all the physical information about seeing something red without ever 

having seen red.  

P2: When she sees red for the first time Mary comes to know some information about 

seeing something red she did not know before.  

C: There is non-physical information about seeing something red, so not all information 

is physical information. (Nida-Rümelin, 2010).  

Terry Horgan points out that this original version allows two interpretations. According 

to the weaker interpretation, ‘having all the physical information’ translates into ‘having 

complete physical knowledge’; according to the stronger interpretation, into ‘knowing all 

the physical facts’ (Horgan, 1984).  

The weaker version 

(WP1) Mary has complete physical knowledge about seeing something red without ever 

having seen red.  

(WP2) When she sees red for the first time, Mary comes to acquire some kind of 

knowledge concerning facts about seeing something red. 

(WC) There is some kind of non-physical knowledge concerning facts about seeing 

something red, i.e. not all knowledge is physical knowledge.  
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Balog describes it in the following way: “Jackson pointed out that a necessary condition 

for the truth of physicalism is that all positive truths, including positive truths about 

phenomenal consciousness, are metaphysically necessitated by the complete physical 

truth. Jackson calls this the Physicalist Entailment Thesis; It follows that if there are 

positive phenomenal truths – for example, that Mary knows what it is like to see red – 

that are not necessitated by the complete physical description of our world then 

physicalism is false.” (Balog, 2012) 

The stronger version 

(SP1) Mary knows all the physical facts about seeing something red without ever having 

seen red.  

(SP2) When she sees red for the first time Mary comes to know some facts about seeing 

something red she did not know before.  

(SC) There are non-physical facts about seeing something red. So not all facts are 

physical facts. (Nida- Rümelin, 2010)  

Note that the main difference between the weaker and the stronger version is that while 

the weaker one has an epistemological conclusion –not all knowledge is physical 

knowledge, the stronger version has an ontological conclusion –not all facts are physical 

facts. Although Jackson’s original account (Jackson, 1982) implies both versions, his 

later discussions (Jackson, 1986, 1998) imply that it is actually the stronger version that 

he has in mind.  

Proponents of the epistemic arguments against physicalism, those who argue for the 
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existence of an “Epistemic Gap” between the physical and the phenomenal, also argue 

that the correct understanding of physicalism is a priori physicalism. They argue that in 

order for physicalism to be true, the entailment from all the physical facts to any arbitrary 

fact has to be a priori. The correct understanding of it is the A Priori Entailment Thesis: 

the physical facts a priori entail all the facts. Once one knows all the physical facts about 

the world one is able to deduce any arbitrary fact by means of a priori reasoning, without 

leaving the armchair. (Jackson, 2003) Katalin Balog describes the A Priori Entailment 

Thesis (AE) in the following way: “This (AE) means that physicalists should be 

committed to the astonishing claim that anyone who grasps the concepts characterizing 

the fundamental physical facts would be in a position to figure out a priori the 

relationship between fundamental truths and truths of chemistry, biology, psychology, 

ethics, and so on – provided she also grasps concepts of chemistry, biology, psychology, 

ethics, etc.” (Balog, 2001)19 

So all epistemic arguments against physicalism, by establishing an epistemic gap, try to 

show that there is no epistemic entailment from physical knowledge to phenomenal 

knowledge. It is not possible to deduce phenomenal facts by means of a priori reasoning 

from the physical facts alone. And finally they conclude that if physicalism entails the A 

Priori Entailment Thesis then proving that phenomenal facts are not a priori entailed by 

the physical facts is enough to falsify physicalism.  

	 	

																																																								
19	See Balog, K.  (2001), The Entailment Thesis, Commentary on Frank Jackson’s From Metaphysics to 
Ethics, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. LXII, No. 3 
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Conclusion 
 
As we have seen in this chapter, establishing an epistemic gap between physical facts and 

phenomenal facts is a key to several anti-physicalist arguments. The existence of an 

epistemic gap entails that physical knowledge does not entail phenomenal knowledge. In 

other words, knowing all the physical facts does not make the deduction of phenomenal 

facts possible, merely by means of a priori reasoning. Phenomenal facts are not a priori 

entailed by the physical facts as a result of the existence of an epistemic gap. This 

falsifies physicalism, if physicalism is to entail the A Priori Entailment Thesis.   
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Chapter 4 

The Phenomenal Concept Strategy 
 
Introduction 
	
In this chapter I discuss one of the major arguments against the Knowledge Argument, 

which is also considered a general strategy for defending physicalism against all versions 

of the epistemic argument. This argument is called the Phenomenal Concept Strategy.20 I 

start by introducing some accounts of phenomenal concepts, such as special recognitional 

concepts, the causal recognitional account, the demonstrative/indexical account, the 

quotational-indexical model, the higher-order experience account, and phenomenal 

concepts as perceptual concepts account. I then continue by distinguishing between 

phenomenal concepts and perceptual concepts.  

Towards the end of this chapter, I discuss how the phenomenal concept strategy aims at 

explaining the epistemic and the explanatory gaps by means of a proper understanding of 

phenomenal concepts.  

4.1 Mary’s New Knowledge 
	
Physicalists defending physicalism against Jackson’s Knowledge Argument (see chapter 

2, section 2.3.4) either reject one or both of its premises, which results in denying the 

																																																								
20 This term has been used by D. Stoljar (2005). 
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soundness of the argument. Or else, they claim that the conclusion does not follow from 

the premises, and deny the validity of the argument.  

For example, Dennett (1991) believes that post-release Mary learns nothing new; he 

denies the second premise. Churchland (1985) denies that pre-release Mary knows all the 

physical facts, thus denying the first premise. And Lewis (1990), by distinguishing 

between propositional knowledge (knowing that) and abilities (knowing how), challenges 

the validity of the argument. He argues that pre-release Mary knows everything in terms 

of propositional knowledge (knowing that), while post-release Mary learns something 

new in terms of abilities (knowing how).   

The proponents of the phenomenal concept strategy agree with the proponents of the 

Knowledge Argument on the idea that post-release Mary learns something new, but 

disagree on the idea that she learns a new fact. They argue that although what post-

release Mary learns is propositional knowledge and more than just a mere ability21, it is a 

new way of thinking about an already known fact. She learns a new way of thinking 

about an old fact, which she has already learned inside her room in terms of physical-

functional concepts. This new way of thinking, this new vehicle of thought, is called a 

phenomenal concept. Mary deploys new concepts such as the term ‘this experience’ to 

pick out her actual experiences. So with the aid of these new vehicles of thought, i.e. 

phenomenal concepts, she can think about her experiences in a distinct way from how she 

thought about these experiences in terms of physical-functional concepts.  

																																																								
21	The Ability Hypothesis, D. Lewis (1983, 1988) 
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This line of thought argues that the Knowledge Argument is right in claiming that post-

release Mary gains new propositional knowledge, but is wrong in concluding from this 

that this new propositional knowledge is knowledge of a new fact.  

4.2 Introducing the Phenomenal Concept Strategy 
	
	
As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the epistemic arguments against 

physicalism all rely on the a priori version of the Entailment Thesis, that is, that physical 

truths should a priori entail all the truths. And since according to the A Priori Entailment 

Thesis, the entailment from physical truths to phenomenal truths should be a priori 

knowable, the existence of an epistemic gap leads to the denial of physicalism.  

However, proponents of the Phenomenal Concept Strategy (PCS) argue that the existence 

of the epistemic gap is due to a conceptual gap between phenomenal and 

physical/functional concepts.22 As Balog puts it: “The PCS is based on the core idea that 

the conceptual and epistemic gaps are due not to the nature of qualia but rather the nature 

of the concepts in terms of which we think about qualia.” (Balog, 2012) 

That is to say, phenomenal concepts are conceptually irreducible to physical/functional 

concepts. Physical/functional concepts are objective and mostly deal with referents from 

a third-person perspective that feature in scientific terminology; phenomenal concepts are 

accessible only from a first-person perspective via one’s own experiences. Proponents of 

PCS claim that this explanation is compatible with physicalism.  

																																																								
22	The difference between physical/functional and phenomenal concepts will be discussed in section 4.4 of 
this chapter.	
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Physical/functional concepts mostly refer by causal, functional, or structural descriptions. 

All pre-release Mary’s knowledge was acquired via these physical/functional concepts. 

The proponents of the Phenomenal Concept Strategy argue that phenomenal concepts are 

irreducible to physical-functional concepts, and this is what gives rise to the conceptual 

gap between them. In other words, phenomenal concepts neither a priori imply nor are a 

priori implied by physical-functional concepts. They also emphasize the idea that 

phenomenal concepts refer directly, while physical-functional concepts refer by 

descriptions to their referents. Pre-release Mary learned everything via descriptions. So 

she is only able to acquire a phenomenal concept of color via her first encounter with the 

colored objects, via her first person experience of colored objects. However, as 

mentioned before, the new concepts, i.e. phenomenal concepts that post-release Mary 

acquires, do not necessarily need to refer to new facts; rather they refer directly this time 

to the same facts, which have already been picked out by some of Mary’s previously 

mastered physical/functional concepts.  

So although the proponents of the Phenomenal Concept Strategy believe in the existence 

of an epistemic gap between phenomenal and physical knowledge, they argue that since 

this gap is due to a conceptual gap, it does not indicate the existence of an ontological 

gap. In other words, they try to show that the existence of the epistemic gap, does not a 

priori entail an anti-physicalist explanation. Also since both these concepts, despite being 

irreducible to each other, refer to the same property, no ontological conclusions follow 

from the epistemic considerations concerning phenomenal knowledge and concepts. 

This is the strategy that proponents of this theory use to defend physicalism, by showing 

that the presence of an epistemic gap is not necessarily fatal for physicalism. The 
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Phenomenal Concept Strategy defends the a posteriori Entailment Thesis: physical facts 

entail all the facts; however, this is knowable only a posteriori and not a priori. It is not 

possible to infer phenomenal truths from physical knowledge by merely a priori 

reasoning. One needs further experiences to be able do so.23 

4.3 What is a Phenomenal Concept? 
	
Phenomenal concepts are the key ingredients of the phenomenal concept strategy. 

Phenomenal concepts are known as special sorts of representations, conceptually 

independent of any physical or functional descriptions. A subject can have these concepts 

only by having the experiences they denote. This account of phenomenal concepts can be 

compatible with both physicalist and non-physicalist theories of consciousness. 

Phenomenal concepts are recognized both by dualists, who take them to refer to non-

material (phenomenal) properties, and by most contemporary physicalists, who believe 

that phenomenal concepts refer to nothing other than physical properties that can be 

referred to also by using non-phenomenal physical concepts.  

However, among the physicalists, type-A physicalists take all concepts of conscious states 

to be functional concepts. They believe that all functional concepts are available to Mary 

before she leaves the room, so she will not acquire any new knowledge of some sort of 

“what-it-is-likeness”. They also believe that zombies (creatures that are physically 

identical to us yet lack consciousness) are inconceivable and obviously impossible.  

																																																								
23	Typical examples of how phenomenal and physical/functional concepts co-refer, are the classical cases 
of Kripkean a posteriori identities, like ‘Cicero is Tully’, or ‘water is H2O’ (Kripke, 1980). 
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On the other hand, Type-B physicalists mainly recognize phenomenal concepts, by means 

of which they argue that the existence of the epistemic gap does not provide a valid route 

to ontologically dualist conclusions. We will get back to this argument in this chapter.  

Physicalists believe that the present account is compatible with physicalism as long as 

phenomenal concepts pick out their referents directly, without mediation of any mode of 

presentation. They also argue that such a view can be a solution to the well-known 

problems of consciousness, such as the “explanatory gap”, what Mary learns after she 

leaves the black-and-white room, and why zombies are conceivable, without appeal to 

nonphysical properties. They believe that although we all experience an “intuition of 

mind-brain distinctness”, once we understand the structure of phenomenal concepts, we 

can see how this intuition arises and why it does not lead us to believe in the existence of 

any non-physical properties.  

In general, in order to have a phenomenal concept, some abilities are needed: abilities 

such as being able to focus introspectively on your experience when you have it, and the 

ability to recreate it imaginatively at other times. David Papineau points out that “given 

these abilities, you can then form terms with the structure the experience: —-, where the 

gap is filled either by a current experience, or by an imaginative recreation of an 

experience; these terms then comprise a distinctive way of referring to the experience at 

issue.” (Papineau, 2002) This is what he calls the Quotational-indexical account of 

phenomenal concepts, which will be discussed in the following parts. According to this 

account, “any exercise of this phenomenal concept will demand the presence of the 

experience itself or an imaginatively recreated exemplar thereof.” (Papineau, 2002) 
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4.3.1 Phenomenal concepts as Recognitional concepts 

		
Let’s start with Brian Loar, who proposed the initial version of the Phenomenal Concept 

Strategy (Loar, 1990, 1997). According to Loar, phenomenal concepts are direct 

recognitional concepts. They are independent of all physical-functional concepts. He 

claims that recognitional concepts “have the form ‘x is one of that kind’; they are type-

demonstratives. These type-demonstratives are grounded in dispositions to classify, by 

way of perceptual discriminations, certain objects, events, situations.” (Loar, 1997, p. 

600)  

Recognitional concepts “are concepts deployed when we recognize objects as being one 

of those, without relying on theoretical knowledge or other background knowledge.” 

Some like Loar suggest that phenomenal concepts are special recognitional concepts in 

that “…the property that is the referent also serves as a mode of presentation”. This is the 

claim that this special character of phenomenal concepts explains the epistemic and the 

explanatory gap in a way that is compatible with ontological monism and physicalism. 

Some characteristics of recognitional concepts are first that they are only acquirable via 

perceptual experiences and one cannot extract them from descriptions. As Loar puts it, a 

recognitional concept is “recognitional at its core”. (Loar, 1997) One requires a 

recognitional ability in order to be able to possess a recognitional concept. Here 

“recognitional ability” is referring to a capacity and ability to store perceptual templates, 

compare perceptual stimuli to these templates, and judge them as similar or different. 

Second, “recognitional abilities depend on no consciously accessible analysis into 

component features; they can be irreducibly gestalt” (Loar, 1997). That is, recognitional 
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concepts do not necessarily reveal the details of constituents of the perceptual stimuli. In 

other words, having a recognitional concept does not necessarily entail an ability to give 

a positive description of the perceptual stimuli.  

Third, “recognitional concepts are perspectival; [... they are] in part individuated by their 

constitutive perspective” (Loar, 1997). Perceiving the same object from different 

perspectives might lead someone to form distinct recognitional concepts for each 

perspective. This might be misleading in that one might fail to recognize the two sets of 

stimuli as presenting the same object.  

4.3.2 Phenomenal concepts as Special Recognitional concepts 
 
Loar’s proposal is that phenomenal concepts are special recognitional concepts. There is 

a difference between a phenomenal concept and a recognitional concept: whereas the 

recognitional concept picks out an external property, phenomenal concepts pick out 

certain internal properties, i.e. brain states. Let’s imagine a situation when a cramp 

(muscle contractions) happens in one’s body. In this case, one is able to focus one’s 

attention either to the cramp-feeling, or to the cramp itself. Focusing on the cramp- 

feeling results in picking out a particular brain state, i.e. pain, by a phenomenal concept. 

Whereas focusing on the cramp itself one picks out the cramp by a recognitional concept 

as a particular muscle contraction at a particular place of one’s body.  

Here, we discuss features of phenomenal concepts as special recognitional concepts. 

First, conceptual independence.  According to Loar, phenomenal concepts are a special 

kind of recognitional concepts that pick out certain physical properties of the brain. They 

reveal certain properties of the brain independently of the physical- functional 
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descriptions of these brain properties. “Phenomenal concepts are conceptually 

independent of physical-functional descriptions, and yet pairs of such concepts may 

converge on, pick out, the same properties.” (Loar, 1997). The conceptual independence 

of phenomenal concepts from physical-functional descriptions is the reason why there is 

no a priori entailment between these two concepts even though they both pick out the 

same property. 

Physical-functional concepts pick out their referents by describing their causal and 

functional properties, their causal roles and their component parts. In other words, they 

pick out their referents by analyzing them in scientific terms. On the contrary, 

recognitional concepts pick out their referents without analyzing them in scientific terms. 

As Loar puts it: “basic recognitional abilities do not depend on or get triggered by 

conscious scientific analysis” (Loar, 1997). Having a recognitional concept, like a 

recognitional concept of water, does not necessarily entail the ability to formulate a 

positive description of water, i.e. having a physical-functional concept, like H2O. 

However, information about structure, features, and component parts triggers better 

recognitional abilities.  

So far we have concluded that according to this theory, phenomenal concepts are special 

recognitional concepts picking out physical properties (brain states), which are 

conceptually independent of physical-functional descriptions of the same brain states.  

Second, direct reference.  Loar says that phenomenal concepts are direct recognitional 

concepts. Referring directly means picking out the referent without any mediation by 

contingent modes of presentation. So when phenomenal properties are picked out by 
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phenomenal concepts, they are picked out directly. On the contrary, physical-functional 

concepts pick out or refer to their referents via scientific descriptions, and thus through 

the mediation of contingent modes of presentation.  

Third, own mode of presentation.  Physical-functional properties, when picked out by 

phenomenal concepts, provide their own mode of presentation.  

However, when one deploys a recognitional concept to pick out a property (cramp 

concept for picking out muscle contraction for example), one is referring to “a muscular 

property indirectly, by way of a causal chain that is mediated by the phenomenal quality 

associated with the concept” (Loar, 1997). That is to say, a recognitional concept (the 

cramp concept) refers by way of a contingent mode of presentation.  

On the contrary, as Loar puts it: “a phenomenal concept has as its mode of presentation 

the very phenomenal quality that it picks out” (Loar, 1997).” That is to say when one is 

deploying a phenomenal concept (a cramp-feeling concept) one is actually picking out a 

brain state and is referring to a brain property directly, not by way of a contingent mode 

of presentation. The phenomenal concept picks out a particular brain state (cramp-

feeling) as one of the cramp-feeling type. So when phenomenal qualities are picked out 

by phenomenal concepts, they provide their own modes of presentation. 

To conclude, the picture that Loar presents is that when deploying a fundamental 

physical-functional concept (or theoretical description) one picks out a certain physical 

(brain) property, which describes the physical structure of the property. Whereas by 

deploying a phenomenal concept, one picks out the very same physical (brain) property 

under a direct but different grasp, which refers to the property via a demonstrative act 
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(‘that feeling’) by its own mode of presentation, which involves the experience itself. 

Picking out a property by a phenomenal concept results in recognizing the property as ‘of 

that feeling-type’. These two kinds of concepts are irreducible to each other, so no a 

priori connection can be found between the two ways of conceiving the same property.  

4.3.3 Michael Tye on features of phenomenal concepts: The Causal-
Recognitional account  
	
Michael Tye believes that phenomenal concepts are special for three reasons. 

First, phenomenal concepts are not physical concepts. Deploying a phenomenal concept 

means focusing attention on what it is like to have that particular experience. One 

exercises a phenomenal experience when one becomes aware of the phenomenal 

character of one’s experience. According to Tye, phenomenal concepts refer to 

experience types.  Since phenomenal concepts are not physical concepts, Mary does not 

have them while still in the room, she only acquires them when she first becomes 

acquainted with colors and pays attention to her color experience.  

Second, phenomenal concepts have no a priori co-referential physical concepts. Co-

referential phenomenal and physical concepts are conceptually independent. Some who 

have a phenomenal concept do not a priori know which physical concept picks out the 

same referents as those picked out with their phenomenal concept. This is the reason for 

the so-called Explanatory Gap, which makes it a fair question to ask why a certain 

physical state feels the way it does, even if an identity theory is true. 

Third, phenomenal concepts are different from demonstrative concepts. (This is discussed 

in sections 4.3.4 and 4.3.5) 
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As a result of these features, Tye argues that phenomenal concepts refer directly. That is 

to say, there are no properties (or descriptions) distinct from the referent, which could 

present the referent itself by being a priori associated to it. He continues:  

“Phenomenal concepts have ‘no associated reference fixers’, they have ‘no 

descriptive content at all’.” (Tye, 2003). “Phenomenal concepts are non-

demonstrative, general concepts that refer directly without the assistance of any 

associated reference-fixers.” (Tye, 2009) 

“ …Phenomenal concepts refer via the causal connection they have with their 

referents. In first approximation, a phenomenal concept C refers to a phenomenal 

quality Q via C’s being the concept that is exercised in an introspective act of 

awareness by person P if, and only if, under normal conditions of introspection, Q 

is tokened in P’s current experience and because Q is tokened.” (Tye, 2003)  

Tye argues that phenomenal concepts refer directly to their referents, i.e. the phenomenal 

qualities, due to there being a causal link between them. When a particular phenomenal 

quality is tokened in one’s experience, and one focuses one’s attention toward that 

experience, this causes one to exercise a certain phenomenal concept. If a different type 

of phenomenal quality had been tokened, a different phenomenal concept would have 

been exercised. It is important to point out that not all concepts that refer directly are 

phenomenal concepts. ‘What makes a concept refer directly’ is a different question than 

‘what makes a concept phenomenal’. Tye believes that what makes a concept that refers 

directly to a phenomenal quality a phenomenal concept is that “it functions in the right 
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sort of way” (Tye, 2003). “…One cannot have a phenomenal concept of pain, without 

knowing what it is like.” (Tye, 2003) 

This functioning cannot be specified a priori in purely non-phenomenal terms, as 

phenomenal concepts are conceptually irreducible. The following is how Tye describes 

this functioning:  

“A concept is phenomenal [...] if and only if (1) it is laid down in memory as a 

result of undergoing the appropriate experiences [...] (2) it tends to trigger 

appropriate conscious images (or quasi-images) in response to certain cognitive 

tasks, and (3) it enables its possessors to discriminate the phenomenal quality to 

which it refers directly and immediately via introspection.” (Tye, 2003)  

Tye also adds that what comes with this functioning is a distinctive first person 

perspective on phenomenal qualities.  

The reason that a phenomenal concept refers directly to a phenomenal quality is that the 

phenomenal concept gets exercised only if the appropriate phenomenal quality is being 

tokened. 

4.3.4 The demonstrative/indexical account 
	
According to the demonstrative/indexical account (Perry, 2001; Levin, 2007), 

phenomenal concepts work like demonstratives or pure indexicals.  

Indexicals are kinds of terms whose referents are “dependent on the context of use” 

(Kaplan, 1989). Demonstratives are special indexicals, which refer via an act of 

demonstration. As Kaplan puts it, a demonstration is a “presentation of a local object 
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discriminated by a pointing” such as through ‘this’ and ‘that’ (Kaplan, 1989). On the 

other hand, pure indexicals are indexicals for which “no associated demonstration is 

required”, such as ‘I’, ‘here’ and ‘now’ (Kaplan, 1989). What demonstratives and pure 

indexicals refer to depends on the specific context of the actual use. The utterance “here” 

might pick out Kingston, or New York City depending on whether the utterer is in 

Kingston or New York City at the time of the actual utterance. My utterance “this bear” 

might pick out as its referent a real bear in the woods, or a cute little plush animal in my 

friend’s bedroom depending on whether I am pointing while in the woods or in her 

bedroom. A context is characterized by an utterer, a time (the actual time of the 

utterance), and a location (the actual place of the utterance).  

The character of an indexical –basically, its meaning in the language—is what determines 

“the content in varying contexts.” (Kaplan, 1989) This character defines how the context 

of use is to affect the content. Character is a function from contexts to contents.  

Proponents of the demonstrative/indexical account of phenomenal concepts argue that in 

the same way that the character of indexicals determines what they pick out depending on 

the context, there is a similar ‘rule’ for phenomenal concepts determining their referents. 

For example, just as the referent of ‘now’ in ‘it is snowing now’ is determined by the rule 

‘the actual time of the utterance’, the referent of, say, ‘pain’ in ‘I am in pain’ is 

determined by the rule ‘the kind of state the utterer is actually in when she is in pain 

(when she cuts her finger)’. This phenomenal use of ‘pain’ will pick out the kind of state 

the user is actually in when she uses the term. As Perry puts it: “just as 'now' picks out a 

certain objective time under an indexical mode of presentation, phenomenal concepts 

pick out states of the brain under an indexical mode of presentation.” (Perry, 1977)  
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What phenomenal concepts refer to is determined, as for indexicals, by their character 

and the actual context of their use (the brain state of the utterer).  The character of ‘pain’ 

is ‘the kind of state the utterer is actually in’ when she cuts her finger. It does not change 

with different uses of the term. However, the content of ‘pain’ might change according to 

each user. The character of ‘that experience’ is something like ‘the kind of state the 

utterer is actually introspectively pointing at’, whereas its content is the actual 

phenomenal state itself, which might change for every token use. But once the content is 

fixed by an actual use, the referent won’t change no matter the circumstances. This leads 

us to the conclusion that phenomenal concepts, in the same sense as indexicals, refer 

directly and not via contingent properties. 

Levin describes this way how phenomenal concepts refer:  

“The referent of a phenomenal concept is determined solely by the causal and 

dispositional relations an individual has to her internal states that are effected by an 

introspective ‘pointing in’; that is, by the fact that she’s in causal contact with a 

certain property and is disposed to reidentify it on subsequent occasions.” (Levin, 

2007) 

It is worth pointing out that the demonstrative/indexical approach subscribes to a very 

similar causal account of direct reference as the causal-recognitional account. This causal 

account of reference is a common ground in most contemporary approaches to 

phenomenal concepts. Both the demonstrative/indexical and the causal-recognitional 

accounts agree that phenomenal concepts and their referents are distinct (i.e. 

metaphysically independent) entities.24 These referents are connected by a causal link to 

																																																								
24	Distinct entities linked only by causation are metaphysically independent, i.e. there are	metaphysically 
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the application of phenomenal concepts. However if phenomenal concepts and their 

referents are distinct entities (according to the causal link), then since they might occur 

independently of each other, this causes a problem: a phenomenal concept is supposed to 

be the special vehicle of thought one deploys when one thinks about one’s own 

experience; but according to the causal link account, it seems conceivable that one 

deploys a phenomenal concept A when having a B experience (or without having any 

relevant experience at all). 

So some, such as P. Carruthers and K. Balog, suggest a tighter link between phenomenal 

concepts and their referents than simply causation. This tighter link is what Loar called 

their “Own Mode of Presentation”: phenomenal qualities, when picked out by 

phenomenal concepts, provide their own modes of presentation. That is, the deployment 

of a phenomenal concept, say red, when one is thinking about one’s own red experience 

somehow involves the reddish experience itself. This kind of involvement will be 

discussed in the following account of phenomenal concepts.  

As we said above, according to the indexical account view, phenomenal concepts are a 

kind of indexical concept the same way as concepts such as I, here and now are. The 

proponents of this idea such as Perry (1977) suggest that there is also an epistemic gap 

between objects and indexical concepts.  

 

																																																																																																																																																																					
possible worlds where the laws of nature are different, and thus the causal link in question doesn’t exist. 
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The Quotational-Indexical Model 

On this view phenomenal concepts are considered as having the structure the experience 

—, where that gap is filled with either a perceptual experience or an imaginative 

recreation of it. According to this account, there is an obvious relation between 

phenomenal concepts and perceptual concepts. Moreover, this view considers 

phenomenal concept as some kind of demonstrative.  

4.3.5 Demonstrative phenomenal concepts 
	
One the most popular accounts of phenomenal concepts is the demonstrative account. On 

this account, phenomenal concepts are taken to be functions like demonstratives. 

Physicalists suggest that phenomenal concepts denote whichever neural properties are 

causally responsible for our application of these concepts in various introspective tasks. 

What makes these demonstrative phenomenal concepts differ from non-phenomenal 

demonstratives is that the former are acquired via introspection or from an introspective 

perspective. That is, the subjective point of view plays a significant role here. So the 

demonstrative phenomenal concepts pick out their referents from particular points of 

view –the perspective of the demonstrator—and thus are not equivalent to any non-

perspectival (objective) concepts.  

There are Token-demonstrative phenomenal concepts and Type-demonstrative 

phenomenal concepts. The former is used to pick out an instance of an experience with 

some qualitative character: “that [experience]”. The latter (“that kind [of experience]”) 

picks out kinds or properties of experiences from an introspective perspective. Type-

demonstrative phenomenal concepts denote a presumably physical property that is 
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causally responsible for the application of that concept in various introspective tasks such 

as recognition or re-identification of an experience as “that (kind) again” or “another of 

those.” 

These concepts are taken to refer directly, that is, to have no reference-fixing modes of 

presentation. Their references are determined solely by the causal and dispositional 

relations an individual has to her own internal states that are affected by an introspective 

“pointing in”. (Levine, 2006) 

So far the two main features of demonstrative phenomenal concepts that distinguish them 

from any physical or functional (objective) concepts are, first that they are perspective-

dependant (subjective) and pick out their referents directly. So basically it’s another way 

(subjective way) of conceptualizing the same things that we can conceptualize in 

objective ways and under different descriptions. So by means of this account we can say 

that what Mary gains after leaving the room is not new knowledge, but rather a way (a 

subjective way which is the result of introspection) of conceptualizing the physical and 

functional properties that she knew about, under different descriptions, before.  

A question normally raised by the opponents of the demonstrative account asks whether 

phenomenal concepts must denote directly, like other demonstrative concepts, without 

need of any kind of modes of presentations (arguably without need for any nonphysical 

modes of presentation) to avoid any need of irreducibly phenomenal properties. If these 

concepts are as thin as merely pointers directed at a type of experience which denote in 

the same way that other demonstratives do, then they are not thick enough to account for 

what seems special about phenomenal concepts. 
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Some suggest that the difference between phenomenal concepts and other 

demonstratives, the former being acquired by means of introspective attention to one’s 

own experiences, prevents them from being as thin as other demonstratives. In reply, 

some, such as Ned Block, suggest that there are other non-phenomenal demonstratives 

that can be acquired from an introspective perspective as well. For example, blindsight 

subjects who respond to visual stimuli that they do not consciously see—can have 

demonstratives in introspection to denote their non-phenomenal states. So critics 

emphasize that characterizing phenomenal concepts as introspectively acquired 

demonstratives does not capture what is special about them. (Levine, 2006) 

At this point the demonstrative theory of phenomenal concepts needs to give an account 

of phenomenal concepts in a way that is able to capture what is special about them. In 

this regard, some physicalists suggest that phenomenal concepts must involve some kind 

of “acquaintance” with phenomenal properties (Levine, 2006), or be “partially 

constituted” by phenomenal qualities (Block, 2002), or “quote” those properties by 

containing instances or tokens of them as discussed above. (Papineau, 2002) Or they 

argue that phenomenal concepts must have some other relation to the qualities they 

denote in addition to merely being caused by them. 

Another suggestion is to differentiate phenomenal demonstratives that are introspectively 

deployed from introspectively deployed non-phenomenal demonstratives by referring to 

what they denote, that is, whether they denote experiences (in the case of phenomenal 

demonstratives) or not. In the blindsight case, for example, the states that the subject’s 

demonstratives denote have no phenomenal property and thus are not experiences. 

According to the physicalists who believe in the identity of phenomenal and physical 
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properties, there will be physical differences between our experiences and the 

introspectively denoted neural states of a blindsight subject. If these physical properties 

are felt by the subject who has them, then there are phenomenal, and if they are not felt 

by the subject, they are not phenomenal. Some argue that this “being felt by the subject” 

is what is “special” about the experiences. Now the main issue here will be to address 

what exactly is meant by “being felt”, and what makes it possible for a subject to have 

this ability.  

So far, it is being said that there are two abilities that are essential for a subject to be able 

to have phenomenal experience of “what-it-is-likeness”: the ability to introspectively 

denote their own neural states, and the ability to feel these states.  

These physicalists argue that the reason for the phenomenal-physical “explanatory gap” 

is that phenomenal-physical identities differ from other cases of inter-theoretic reduction. 

Only in the phenomenal-physical cases do the concepts in question have the first-person, 

perspectival nature of demonstratives. They also argue that the irreducibly first-person or 

perspectival nature of phenomenal concepts explains why the conceivability of zombies 

does not threaten the identity of phenomenal and physical states, or require there to be 

nonphysical modes of presentation of the physical states that phenomenal concepts 

denote. They also point to the conceptual irreducibility of demonstratives as an 

explanation of why this is so. We return to these arguments in detail in section 4.5 of this 

chapter.  
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Levine, on the other hand, says:  

“If physicalists are convinced that treating phenomenal concepts as type-

demonstratives can answer questions about Mary, the conceivability of zombies, 

and the explanatory gap, then they should reject the claim that phenomenal 

concepts require some sort of “presence” of, or “acquaintance” with, or “partial 

constitution” by the quality denoted, since this claim is backed only by the 

intuitions that they have already explained away.” (Levine, 2007) 

In short, demonstrative theorists are trying to give an account that individuates 

phenomenal concepts by appeal to the contents of the properties demonstrated. Thus, it 

seems as if the demonstrative view can account for the conceivability of zombies, and the 

richness of Mary’s knowledge, and can narrow the explanatory gap while explaining why 

it can’t be completely closed.  

4.3.6 The higher-order experience account 
	
Although phenomenal concepts have no conceptual connection with physical-functional 

concepts, it seems that they have conceptual connections with other phenomenal 

concepts.  

According to the recognitional account, one is able to refer to one’s particular experience 

by the phenomenal concept ‘this experience’. When one is presented with something red, 

one is able to recognize it as an instance of red and also able to recognize it as an instance 

of color; moreover one is also able to recognize one’s experience (the reddish quality) as 

an instance of reddish experience, as an instance of experience, and bring it under the 

concept of ‘experience’. Recognizing experiences of physical stimuli, not the physical 
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stimuli themselves, is a higher-order recognitional task in which one deploys purely 

recognitional concepts. 

According to Carruthers,  

“A concept is recognitional when it can be applied on the basis of perceptual or 

quasi-perceptual acquaintance with its instances.25 And a concept is purely 

recognitional when its possession-conditions make no appeal to anything other than 

such acquaintance.” (Carruthers, 2004)  

That is, when one deploys the first-order recognitional concept ‘red’, one is perceptually 

or quasi-perceptually acquainted with a red object. Accounting for ‘acquaintance’ in 

physically acceptable (non-qualia) terms is what is needed in order to explain the nature 

of phenomenal concepts. However a similar interpretation of the higher-order recognition 

of experiences is problematic for those who would like to reject qualia, the non-physical 

properties, which are directly present to the mind when deploying phenomenal concepts.  

Carruthers formulates thusly this acquaintance-relation, an intimate relation or connection 

between phenomenal concepts and their referents:  

“What I recognize when I deploy a recognitional concept of experience is in some 

sense presented to me (albeit non-conceptually) as an experience. I do not merely 

find myself judging ‘This is K’, as it were blindly, or for no reason. Rather, I think 

that I am aware of, and can inspect and reflect on the nature of, the event which 

evokes that recognitional judgment.” (Carruthers, 2004) 

That is to say, experiences present themselves as experiences. This is what Loar calls 

Own Mode of Presentation: phenomenal qualities, when picked out by phenomenal 
																																																								
25	Quasi-perceptual means in imaginative re-creation.	
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concepts, provide their own modes of presentation. Carruthers believes that providing an 

account of the acquaintance-relation is the main challenge for physicalist approaches to 

phenomenal consciousness. He argues that causal accounts cannot do so, and instead, he 

suggests a dispositionalist higher-order thought account (Carruthers, 2000a, 2004). This 

approach is one of the many types of higher-order representational theories of 

phenomenal consciousness.  

The common claim of all these higher-order representational theories is that for a state to 

be conscious it should be suitably related to higher-order representations of that very 

state. However, the dispositionalist higher-order thought account claims that only those 

mental states are conscious that are available in a non-inferential way to a ‘theory of 

mind’ or ‘mind-reading’ system producing higher-order thought. Or as Carruthers puts it, 

those mental states are conscious, which are “available to cause higher-order thoughts 

about [their] occurrence and content” (Carruthers, 2004). This availability to mind-

reading results in the states in question also having second-order content in addition to 

their first-order content.  

Looking at a red tomato and having the experience of seeing red, the first-order content 

of one’s perceptual state here represents the tomato as red, i.e. it represents the state of 

the environment. If this first-order content of the perceptual state is available to the mind-

reading faculty, then it will also have second-order content. This second order content 

represents the very state as an experience of red, so it’s an experience-representing state. 

The second-order state represents the state of the experience of red in virtue of the fact 

that the mind-reading faculty contains a concept i.e. a phenomenal concept, which is used 

to refer to that state. Carruthers argues that the mind-reading faculty is an evolutionary 
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product (Carruthers, 2000). It is a system operating on the first-order content of 

perceptual states. This system allows the subject not only to think about the object 

represented by a perceptual state, but also about how that perceptual state represents the 

object. And as a result, this mind-reading system allows the understanding of the 

subjective nature of experience. In other words, as Carruthers puts it, the mind-reading 

faculty makes it possible to “grasp the is/seems distinction” (Carruthers, 2004). This 

system also gives subjects the ability to make judgments about their own experiences.  

To summarize: A red object, under normal conditions, causes a perceptual state; if this 

state is available to a mind-reading faculty, it will have both a first-order content red and 

a second-order content experience of red. Just as one recognizes and categorizes the 

objects by forming pure recognitional concepts via the first-order content as of the red 

object type, one is also able to form pure recognitional concepts to recognize, re-identify 

and categorize one’s experience via the second-order content as one of the ‘experience of 

red’ type. It is this latter experience that deploys phenomenal concepts. This approach 

suggests an intimate connection between phenomenal concepts and their referents.  

The theory under discussion claims that if a perceptual state with first-order content x is 

available to the mind-reading faculty, it will automatically possess the second-order 

content experience of X. According to Carruthers, exercising the perceptual concept z 

is a precondition for exercising the phenomenal concept Z, regardless of the fact 

that they are completely distinct concepts. This second-order content makes the 

subject capable of categorizing or re-identifying the experience, i.e. forming a 

phenomenal concept.  
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4.3.7 Phenomenal concepts as Perceptual concepts 
 
In his paper, “Phenomenal and Perceptual Concepts”, Papineau presents his current view 

as that  

“Phenomenal concepts are simply special cases of perceptual concepts. 

Phenomenal concepts are simply a further deployment of the same sensory 

templates, but now being used to think about perceptual experiences themselves, 

rather than about the objects of those experiences. I see a bird, or visually imagine a 

bird, but now I think, not about that bird or its species, but about the experience, the 

conscious awareness of a bird.” (Papineau, 2006)   

Now the main question that arises here is about other referents of phenomenal concepts 

such as emotions and pains. If, according to this view, phenomenal concepts are just 

special cases of perceptual concepts, does that imply that perceptual experiences are the 

only items that can be thought about phenomenally?  

Papineau suggests two ways of facing this problem:  

“One would be to understand perception in a broad enough way to include such 

states. After all, emotions and pains are arguably representational states, and so 

could on these grounds be held to be a species of perception. Alternatively, we 

might distinguish these states from perceptions, but nevertheless allow that they are 

similar enough for us to think about them in ways that parallel phenomenal thinking 

about obviously perceptual states.” (Papineau, 2006) 

Another significant question regarding phenomenal concepts is about what makes one 

think about an experience rather than about an object itself. Papineau’s reply to this 

question is that “…if the subject is disposed to project experience-appropriate 
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information from one encounter to another, then the sensory template in question is being 

used to think about an experience.” So it’s actually the same sensory templates that are 

normally used to think about perceptible things, but this time they are deployed to think 

about the experiences themselves. (Papineau, 2006) 

The next question about phenomenal concepts is whether they pick out experiential 

particulars as well as types. Papineau is inclined to say that  

“…phenomenal concepts cannot refer differentially both to particulars and to types. 

Rather they always refer to types—that is, to the kind of mental item that can 

clearly re-occur. As I am conceiving of perceptual and phenomenal concepts, the 

function of a concept is to carry information about its referent from one encounter 

to another—and it seems that only phenomenal types and not particulars can be re-

encountered.”  

Papineau believes that, for this reason, we refer to particular experiences by means of 

“more sophisticated conceptual powers, such as the ability to refer by description”. For 

example, whenever I want to refer to my particular pain, I refer to it by a kind of 

description such as the particular pain I am having right now in this part of my body. 

Phenomenal Use and Mention 
 
According to Papineau’s account, phenomenal references to an experience will involve 

an instance of that experience, and in this sense will use that experience in order to 

mention it. A phenomenal concept is exercised when some sensory template is activated, 

and is used to think about an experience. “When phenomenal thought is involved, this 

template is also used to think about perceptual experience, rather than just about the 

objects of perceptions.” (Papineau, 2006) So when you look at a cup or imagine that cup, 
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you create a sensory state and then you use the sensory state to think about the visual 

experience of seeing the cup rather than the cup itself. As Papineau puts it: “phenomenal 

thinking about a given experience will always use a version of that experience in order to 

mention that experience. Note how this model accounts for the ‘transparency of 

experience’.” Papineau thinks focusing our minds on the nature of our conscious 

experiences is nothing more than focusing harder on the objects of those experiences. He 

explains: “the basic phenomenon is what I take to be the phenomenological equivalence 

of (a) thinking phenomenally about an experience and (b) thinking perceptually with that 

experience”. Papineau argues that the same sensory templates underlie both perceptual 

experiences and phenomenal thoughts about those experiences. On the other hand, he 

claims that the phenomenology of perceptual experiences is determined by which sensory 

template they involve, and not by what information they carry with them. He concludes: 

“…perceptual experiences and phenomenal thoughts about them will have just the same 

phenomenology. This explains why thinking phenomenally about your visual experience 

of a bird feels no different from thinking perceptually about the bird itself.” (Papineau, 

2006)  

4.4 Difference between Perceptual concepts and Phenomenal 
concepts 
	
Papineau, in his more recent writings, thinks that the analogy with linguistic quotational 

marks does not correctly capture the relationship between phenomenal concepts and 

perceptual states. However he still believes in the existence of a close relationship 

between phenomenal concepts and perceptual states. So Papineau moves away from 
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quotational account of phenomenal concepts and motivates a new account, which focuses 

on how phenomenal concepts fit into the process of perception.  

Papineau claims that one of his motives for this shift was a challenge raised by Tim 

Crane and Scott Sturgeon. They have challenged the idea that any exercise of a 

phenomenal concept “will demand the presence of the experience itself or an 

imaginatively re-created exemplar thereof” (Papineau, 2007). They argue that according 

to Papineau’s original account, it seems impossible for Mary to think this thought truly: 

“I am not now having that experience (nor re-creating it in my imagination)” (Papineau, 

2007). The reason is that in thinking this thought, Mary has to use the phenomenal 

concept just acquired, but according to that account Mary does not have the phenomenal 

concept as it is dependent on the presence of the experience or its imaginative re-creation.   

4.4.1 Perceptual concepts 
	
A perceptual concept is formed when a subject perceives the relevant entity. Perceptual 

concepts are the vehicles of thought making it possible for subjects to think about entities 

featuring in their perceptual experiences. They can also be re-activated by later 

perceptual encounters. They are formed by the first encounter with an entity, and can 

later be activated by further encounters, or when imagining the entity without its actual 

presence. They can be used by a subject to think imaginatively about those entities even 

when they are absent. Papineau argues that perceptual concepts are not demonstratives, as 

they pick out the same thing no matter what the context of their deployment is, whereas 

demonstratives pick out different things in different contexts. He also thinks that Loar is 

wrong in thinking of perceptual concepts as recognitional concepts, as subjects might not 

be particularly good at recognizing certain entities; recognitional abilities can misfire. 
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Papineau, explaining the way perceptual concepts fit into the workings of the perceptual 

system, claims that the perceptual system generates certain sensory templates on the basis 

of the information collected by the sensory organs. These sensory templates might be 

realized as certain neural activation patterns. They can be stored, and re-activated upon 

new encounters and imaginative re-creation. They also serve as perceptual basis for 

categorizing, recognizing, and tracking various entities.  The process is that the cognitive 

system is able to accumulate information about the entities these sensory templates stand 

for, and attach this body of information to the sensory template. So when the sensory 

template gets activated all this attached information gets activated as well. Stored sensory 

templates might be activated in the sense that they get ‘resonated’ by certain incoming 

stimuli (Papineau, 2007). This enables the subject also to interact with the entity on the 

basis of all the information that has been encoded and attached to the template during 

previous encounters in addition to the information the subject’s perceptual system 

collects during the actual encounter. For example, imagine a chicken sexer who might not 

have seen the eyes of a day-old-chick upon her first encounter with the chick. However, 

upon her next encounter with the chick when she looks at the eyes as well, she is able to 

attach this information to the sensory template that carried the previous information about 

this chick. This sensory template, from that moment on, will carry information about the 

chick’s eyes in addition to the all the stored information from the previous encounter. 

(Papineau, 2007). 

A sensory template together with this body of attached information is what constitutes a 

perceptual concept. In other words, perceptual concepts consist of two parts: the sensory 

template and the attached body of information. Perceptual concepts are able to carry 



	 109	

information from one use to another. This feature is what distinguishes perceptual 

concepts from demonstratives as demonstratives never carry information about the entity 

picked out by a previous use (Papineau, 2007). As Papineau puts it: 

Information about an entity referred to by a demonstrative on one occasion will not 

in general apply to whatever entity happens to be the referent the next time the 

demonstrative is used. By contrast, perceptual concepts are suited to serve as 

repositories of information precisely because they refer to the same thing whenever 

they are exercised. (Papineau, 2007)  

How does a perceptual concept refer? As discussed above, a perceptual concept 

accumulates information about a particular entity and makes it available for further use. 

This function of perceptual concepts, i.e., accumulating information about certain 

entities, determines the referential power of perceptual concepts: a perceptual concept 

refers to that entity about which it accumulates information. If the perceptual concept the 

chicken sexer forms upon her first encounter with the day-old-chick carries specific 

information about a particular feature of the chick, for example the shape of its eyes, then 

the perceptual concept refers to the particular chick. However, if a perceptual concept 

carries information like ‘has yellow fur-like feather’ and nothing specific to a particular 

chick, then it refers to the day-old-chick type. As Papineau formulates it, “different sorts 

of information are projectable across encounters with different types of entities” 

(Papineau, 2007). So the referent of a perceptual concept is determined by the kind of 

information the given perceptual concept carries.  

Papineau argues that perceptual concepts form “structured hierarchies” (Papineau, 2007). 

So the perceptual concept of a particular chick adds extra information to the information 
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of the perceptual concept picking out the day-old-chick type. Also perceptual concepts 

picking out more abstract entities (e.g., chicks, birds, animals) can be formed by 

abstracting away from the specific information carried by the perceptual concept 

referring to the day-old-chick type. Within such a hierarchy, the activation of a specific 

perceptual concept automatically activates all of those more general perceptual concepts, 

which ‘cover’ the referent of the specific one (Papineau, 2007).  

Papineau believes that “uses of perceptual concepts involve a kind of perceptual attention 

or imaginative focus.” That being said, he thinks, “…it is quite wrong to classify 

perceptual concepts as demonstratives”. (Papineau, 2002) Perceptual concepts are 

common to both humans and animals:  

We can helpfully think of perceptual concepts as involving stored sensory 

templates. These templates will be set up on initial encounters with the relevant 

referents. They will then be reactivated on later perceptual encounters, via matches 

between incoming stimuli and stored template. Such stored templates can also be 

activated autonomously even in the absence of any such incoming stimuli—these 

will then constitute ‘imaginative’ exercises of perceptual concepts.(Papineau, 2002)  

And he continues, “We can suppose that various items of information about the referent 

will become attached to the template as a result of the subject’s experience. When the 

perceptual concept is activated, these items of information will be activated too.” 

(Papineau, 2002) Papineau is trying to show that this feature of perceptual concepts that 

makes them carry information from one use to another, is actually what makes them 

differ from demonstratives. “Demonstrative terms do not so carry a body of information 
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with them, for the obvious reason that they refer to different entities on different 

occasions of use.” (Papineau, 2002) However, he believes that there is no other way than 

using demonstratives to express the perceptual concept or thoughts in language. But 

contrary to demonstratives, perceptual concepts can refer to the same bird in different 

contexts and whenever it is exercised. So “perceptual concepts are not demonstrative, 

even if the words used to express them are”. 

Perceptual concepts refer to perceptual entities. You look at something and form a stored 

sensory template and use it either to think about that particular thing or its type. A stored 

sensory template will refer to just that entity which will activate it when encountered. We 

can think of the referents of perceptual concepts as determined by what sort of 

information the subject is disposed to attach to that concept. Perceptual concepts can be 

deployed only if the relevant stored template is either activated by a match with incoming 

stimuli, or is autonomously activated in imagination. 

Among the perceptual concepts, there are some whose activations constitute conscious 

perceptual experience. We can call them ‘perceptual experience’, so ‘experience’ is 

being used in a way that implies consciousness. However this does not necessarily mean 

that any activation of perceptual concepts is conscious. There are some perceptual 

concepts whose activations are too low-level to constitute conscious states; these are the 

early stages of visual processing.  

Papineau believes that  “the phenomenology of these states goes with the sensory 

templates involved, independently of what information the subject attaches to those 

templates or is disposed to attach to them.” (Papineau, 2002) So according to this view, if 
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two people use the same sensory pattern, the “what-it-is-likeness” of the resulting 

experiences will be the same; and where different sensory patterns are involved within or 

across subjects, that is where the phenomenological differences appear.  

4.4.2 Phenomenal concepts 
	
Papineau considers conscious perceptual experiences to be equal to the activation of 

certain perceptual concepts. He also assumes that these sensory templates that are 

involved in the perceptual concepts the activation of which constitutes the conscious 

perceptual experiences, determine the phenomenal character (the ‘what-it-is-likeness’) of 

conscious perceptual experiences. According to this account, if, for example, the chicken 

sexer deploys the same sensory template both when thinking about a particular day-old-

chick and about the day-old-chick type, then the phenomenal character of the two 

experiences will be the same (Papineau, 2007) 

Phenomenal concepts are our vehicles of thought when thinking about the phenomenal 

character of conscious experiences. Papineau, introducing his new account of 

phenomenal concepts, says: “I want now to suggest that we think of phenomenal 

concepts as simply a further deployment of the same sensory templates, but in this case 

being used to think about perceptual experiences themselves rather than about the objects 

of those experiences.” (Papineau, 2007)  

According to this idea, when the chicken sexer first sees a day-old-chick she forms a 

corresponding sensory template, with the aid of which she can think several different 

thoughts: she can think about the particular day-old-chick or about the day-old-chick 

type. Or, as Papineau notes, she can think about seeing a day-old-chick. In the first case, 
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she uses the template to accumulate information about the particular chick by collecting 

information appropriate to the particular chick and attaching it to the template. In the 

second case, she uses the very same template to accumulate information about the day-

old-chick type by attaching such information to the template that is appropriate to the 

type. And in the last case, she uses the template to accumulate information about the 

conscious experience itself. This use of the sensory template, then, constitutes a 

phenomenal concept. That is to say, phenomenal concepts consist of sensory templates 

plus experience-specific information attached to them. A phenomenal concept consisting 

of the same sensory template plus some specific information of ‘the experience of seeing 

a day-old-chick’ attached to it picks out ‘the experience of seeing a day-old-chick’ as its 

referent.  

Papineau argues that since particular experiences do not persist over time, they cannot re-

occur, i.e. subjects cannot re-encounter particular experiences. Hence, experience-

specific information attached to a sensory template is always “experience-type-specific”, 

and thus phenomenal concepts refer to experience types rather than token experiences. 

Consequently, in order to pick out a particular experience, one cannot rely solely on 

phenomenal concepts, but one needs to rely on further descriptions like ‘the particular 

experience I am having now’ (Papineau, 2007).  

The difference between Papineau’s new account and his original quotational account is 

that, on the new account, phenomenal concepts use an experience in order to mention it 

(Papineau, 2007). While according to the original quotational account, phenomenal 

concepts consisted of an experience operator ‘that experience: ___’ plus a particular 

perceptual experience filling the blank slot of the operator. Within the quotational 
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account, referring to experiences is the same as the experience being involved inside the 

experience operator. The new account claims that phenomenal concepts consist of a 

sensory template and some information specific to that experience type. So within the 

new account, a phenomenal concept refers to an experience type by using it: whenever a 

phenomenal concept is exercised, an instance of that experience type goes with the stored 

sensory template and becomes activated. This is how, Papineau argues, experiences 

provide their own mode of presentation when picked out by phenomenal concepts: the 

experience-type is mentioned by using an instance of the experience-type itself.  

4.5 Phenomenal Concepts and the Epistemic Gap (Phenomenal 
Knowledge)  
	
The main question we discuss in this section is whether a proper understanding of 

phenomenal concepts leads to the idea that there is or is not an epistemic gap. It is 

basically a gap between our conception of physical and phenomenal states, or a gap 

between our knowledge of these states. As we have seen, in his thought experiment about 

Mary’s knowledge, Frank Jackson suggests that the inference of Q (phenomenal 

knowledge) from P (physical knowledge) is not knowable a priori. Chalmers argues for 

the existence of the epistemic gap with the conceivability of zombies argument26. There 

are many other arguments, such as the conceivability of an inverted world—one that is 

physically identical to ours, but in which some conscious states differ from the 

corresponding states in our world—that argue for the existence of the epistemic gap.  

																																																								
26	Recall that zombies are hypothetical creatures that are physically identical to a conscious being but are 
not conscious at all.	
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All the conceivability arguments have something in common, which is the idea that there 

is a gap between conceiving of P and conceiving of Q so P&~Q is conceivable. And they 

are all based on one of two ideas: either that “when something is conceivable, the 

conceivability of S requires that the truth of S cannot be ruled out a priori”, which is 

called negative conceivability; or on the idea that “the conceivability of S requires that 

one can clearly and distinctly imagine a situation in which S is the case”, which is called 

positive conceivability.  

Anti-physicalists argue that phenomenal concepts cannot be deduced a priori from 

physical concepts. The opponents of this idea argue that the epistemic gap derives from 

misconstruing phenomenal concepts or phenomenal knowledge. Many of them, such as 

Balog, agree that it all depends on how phenomenal concepts are construed 

(constitutional account of phenomenal consciousness).27 Proponents of phenomenal 

concepts believe that the anti-physicalist arguments mistake an insight about phenomenal 

concepts for one about what these concepts pick out. Those who believe in the 

phenomenal concepts strategy, the most popular version of this view, argue that although 

an epistemic gap exists, it is explainable by the nature of phenomenal concepts. This 

leads to the idea that although there is an epistemic gap, there is no metaphysical gap. 

The proponents of PCS believe that a proper understanding of phenomenal concepts 

shows that there is no metaphysical gap. This strategy requires an account of phenomenal 

concepts that both explains the epistemic gap and is consistent with physicalism.    

																																																								
27	See Balog. K, 2012, “In Defense of the Phenomenal Concept Strategy”, in Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 84(1).  	
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Levine argues that any such physical account must satisfy this constraint: “that no appeal 

be made in the explanation to any mental property or relation that is basic.” That means 

these accounts cannot appeal to any unexplained notions such as the unexplained notion 

of acquaintance between a subject and her brain states. He claims that we do not 

understand how any physicalist account can both meet this constraint and explain how 

the explanatory gap derives from “the peculiar features of phenomenal concepts.” So he 

ends up by speculating that physicalism may be false “not because phenomenal properties 

themselves are not physical” but rather “because somehow we embody a relation to them 

that is itself brute and irreducible to physical relations.” 

Chalmers also raises a problem for the phenomenal concepts strategy, by introducing a 

dilemma: “no account of phenomenal concepts is both powerful enough to explain our 

epistemic situation with regard to consciousness, and tame enough to be explained in 

terms of physical terms.” In other words, any physically explicable account of 

phenomenal concepts does not capture our epistemic situation; and any account that 

captures our epistemic situation entails that phenomenal concepts are not physically 

explicable.  

Chalmers goes further:  

“One might infer this ontological gap directly from the epistemic gap, for example, 

one might infer from the claim that P&~Q is conceivable that P&~Q is 

metaphysically possible (then the existence of consciousness is an ontologically 

further fact about our world), and conclude that physicalism is false.”  

He continues: “If we cannot explain consciousness in terms of physical processes, then 

consciousness cannot be a physical process.” (Chalmers, 1996) Balog has defended the 
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phenomenal concept strategy against this Chalmers’ Master Argument in her 2012 paper 

by challenging Chalmers’ (and anti-physicalists’) principles and premises.  

4.6 Phenomenal Concepts and the Explanatory Gap 
	
An issue to be discussed other than the epistemic and the metaphysical gaps, is the so-

called “explanatory gap”. The explanatory gap is the idea that the existence or nature of 

phenomenal consciousness cannot be completely explained in physical terms.  

The explanatory gap comes from considering the question: in case of P (a physical state) 

why do we have Q (a conscious or phenomenal state)? Why, given that P is the case, is 

there phenomenal consciousness? And why are there the specific conscious states that 

there are? Or why is this specific Q the result of that specific P, and not some other P?  

The explanatory and the epistemic gap are closely related. So theories such as the 

phenomenal concepts strategy require a physicalist account of phenomenal concepts on 

which the gap derives from phenomenal concepts rather than from phenomenal 

consciousness itself. We will get back to this in section 4.7, where we discuss the 

phenomenal concept strategy in more detail.  

The phenomenal concepts strategy holds that the explanatory gap arises because of the 

way we think about consciousness. In other word, this view does not locate the gap 

between physical processes and consciousness; rather it locates the gap in the 

relationship between our concepts of physical processes and our concepts of 

consciousness. (Chalmers, 2006) Basically the phenomenal concepts strategy claims that 

phenomenal concepts, which are our concepts of conscious states, have a special nature 

that leads us to the explanatory gap if we conceive of them under phenomenal concepts 
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while conceiving of the physical processes involved under physical concepts. This is how 

we find an explanatory gap between physical processes and conscious states. From here 

proponents of the phenomenal concept strategy argue that the falsity of physicalism is not 

inferable from the existence of the explanatory gap.  

4.7 More on the Phenomenal Concept Strategy 
	
Type-A materialists deny the existence of both the epistemic and the explanatory gap, but 

proponents of the phenomenal concepts strategy reject type-A materialism.  

Type-B materialists accept the existence of an epistemic gap and the explanatory gap; 

however, they deny that an ontological gap can be inferred from them. As Chalmers puts 

it:  

“Type-B materialists typically embrace conceptual dualism combined with 

ontological monism. They hold that phenomenal concepts are distinct from any 

physical or functional concepts. But they hold that phenomenal properties are 

identical to certain physical or functional properties, or at least that they are 

constituted by these properties in such a way that they supervene on them with 

metaphysical necessity.” (Chalmers, 2010)  

Type-B materialists believe that ‘P⊃Q’28 is an instance of Kripke's necessary a posteriori. 

For example, although ‘heat’ and ‘molecular motion’ express distinct concepts, type-B 

materialists hold that they refer to the same property. So a phenomenal concept (e.g. 

pain) and a physical concept (e.g. 'C-fibre firing) express distinct concepts as well, 

although they pick out the same property. On this view, the conceptual dualism gives rise 

																																																								
28	P: Physical properties, Q: Phenomenal properties	
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to the explanatory gap, while the ontological monism avoids any ontological gap.29 There 

are a number of arguments against this claim, for example by Chalmers (the two-

dimensional argument), and other arguments by Jackson. I will not discuss these 

arguments in this dissertation. 

The phenomenal concept strategy tries to explain the epistemic and the explanatory gap 

by focusing on certain distinctive features of phenomenal concepts. It is taken that these 

distinctive features of phenomenal concepts are compatible with ontological monism. So 

basically the inference to an ontological gap from the epistemic and explanatory gaps is 

rejected by showing how such gaps can arise in a purely physical system.  As a result, the 

epistemic and explanatory gaps are compatible with physicalism according to type-B 

materialism.   

  

																																																								
29	However, some (e.g. White 1986, Loar 1990) argue that in the standard cases, the distinct concepts (e.g. 
'heat' and 'the motion of molecules') are associated with distinct properties at least as modes of presentation 
of their referent, if not as their actual referent.	
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Conclusion 
	
In this chapter I concentrated on various theories of phenomenal concepts, all of which 

aim to explain phenomenal concepts and their relations to perceptual concepts and other 

physical concepts.   

Proponents of phenomenal concept strategy believe that the anti-physicalist arguments do 

not distinguish an insight about phenomenal concepts from what these concepts pick out, 

and mistake the former for the latter. The most popular version of proponents of 

phenomenal concepts –the phenomenal concepts strategy—argues that regardless of the 

existence of an epistemic gap, a proper understanding of phenomenal concepts shows that 

there is no metaphysical gap. So they deny the ontological implications of the epistemic 

gap. Proponents of the PCS try to explain the epistemic gap in a way that is consistent 

with physicalism. They believe in conceptual dualism (phenomenal concepts and 

physical concepts) combined with ontological monism (phenomenal properties are 

identical to physical properties).  
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Chapter 5 

Higher-order theories of Consciousness, The 
Explanatory Gap and Subjectivity  
 
 

Introduction 
	
This chapter consists of two parts: higher order representational (HOR) theories of 

consciousness, and the subjective character of conscious experience.  

In the first part, after elaborating two different kinds of HOR theories –i.e. HOT (Higher-

Order Thought) and HOE (higher-order experience) theories—I  address Block’s 

objection to HOT theory (The fatal objection) and Rosenthal’s reply to that objection.  

In the second part, I introduce the subjective character of consciousness as the cause of 

the explanatory and epistemic gaps. I continue by discussing the possibility of a physical 

explanation of the subjectivity of consciousness by addressing some arguments in favor 

and against the idea of physical subjectivity. 

Introduction to HOR theories 

The main idea behind the higher-order theories is that in order for a mental state S to be 

conscious, there must be some kind of representational relation between a mental state S 

and another mental state S'. In other words, for a mental state S to be conscious, S (the 

represented state) must be represented by another mental state S' (the representing state). 

The main difference between versions of Higher-order representational (HOR) theories 

lies in the nature of the link between the representing state and the represented state. 
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Higher-order representational (HOR)30 theories of consciousness include Higher-Order 

Thought (HOT) theories and higher-order experience/inner-sense theories (HOE). If the 

relation between the representing state and the represented state is of a perceptual kind, 

it’s a HOE theory; if it is a referential kind, we have a HOT theory.  

According to HOR theories, for a mental state to be conscious is for it to be represented 

by another mental state. An experience is phenomenally conscious only if there is another 

state that is about that experience. Depending on whether the monitoring state is a 

thought or experience, we have HOE or HOT theories. So a higher-order mental state S' 

has a special kind of access to the lower-order mental state S. This special access 

manifests itself in the “what-it-is-likeness” of being in S. According to HOT, a conscious 

experience of red, for example, consists in a representation of red in the visual system in 

virtue of a thought in the same subject about that representation.  

So according to HOR theories, when a mental state is conscious, one has a special access 

to its content via a higher-order mental state. When there is something it is like to be in 

mental state S, one knows what it is like to be in mental state S, as one has access to S via 

mental state S'. Since this access is a special one, this knowledge is also of a special kind. 

Consequently, for HOR theorists, it is difficult to conceive the situation of being in a 

conscious mental state without knowing what it is like to be in that state.  

Proponents of higher order theories of consciousness believe in explaining consciousness 

by the relation between two levels of mental states: a sensation or thought mental state, 

and a higher order mental state. The latter takes the former as its object, so by virtue of 

																																																								
30	HOR theories are taken from Carruthers (2005)	
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the higher-order state, the lower-order state is conscious. Basically, the higher order 

theories try to find the explanation for the distinctive properties of consciousness in the 

relation between the lower-order states and the higher order representations of them, 

which make them conscious. Depending on the type of the higher order theory, these 

higher order representations are either a higher order perception of that state, or a higher 

order thought or belief about it.  

5.1. Different conceptions of consciousness 
	
Before studying different theories of higher order approaches to consciousness, we need 

to consider some distinctions in order to figure out the specific conception of 

consciousness with which the higher order theories are dealing.  

First, it is crucial to distinguish among creature consciousness, state (mental state) 

consciousness and introspective consciousness. Creature consciousness is a property 

possessed by creatures, individual persons or organisms that are awake and sentient. 

Wakefulness and sentience appear to be straightforward biological features. Introspective 

consciousness involves attending to one’s own mental state. And state consciousness is a 

property of mental states that marks the difference between unconscious and conscious 

states. When a state is conscious, there is something it is like to be in that state. So 

basically, creature consciousness is what holds when an individual is conscious, while 

state consciousness is what holds when one of the mental states of a creature is conscious. 

According to the higher-order theory, the mystery of consciousness lies in the nature of 

conscious mental states. So a higher order-theory claims to deal with state consciousness 

(conscious mental states) and not with creature consciousness.  
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Another factor that needs to be considered before moving on is the distinction between 

two different uses of the word conscious, that is, either intransitive or transitive. 

Intransitive consciousness has no object, while the transitive form of consciousness takes 

an object that is a consciousness of something. State consciousness is an intransitive form 

of consciousness. Introspective consciousness is a transitive form of consciousness, 

because it takes mental states as objects. With this distinction, higher-order consciousness 

can be explained in this way: intransitive state consciousness is explained in terms of 

transitive consciousness of mental states. The difference between higher-order and 

introspective consciousness is that the object of introspective consciousness is an 

introspected state (something internal), whereas the object of state consciousness is a 

perception (something external). “There is something that it is like to be the creature, to 

say of an organism that it is conscious of such-and-such (transitive) is normally to say at 

least that it is perceiving such-and-such, or aware of such-and-such.” (P. Carruthers, 

2011) So we could say that an account of transitive creature consciousness is an attempt 

to have a theory of perception.  

Since higher-order theorists deal with state consciousness, the question they need to 

answer is: “why is there something it is like to be in conscious states when there is 

nothing it is like to be in unconscious states, such as a coma state or a state of dreamless 

sleep?” In particular, what makes a mental state a conscious mental state? 

5.2. Consciousness is a relational property	
	
 As explained in the beginning of this chapter, a higher-order account of consciousness 

proposes that a mental state is conscious when there is a higher-order state, either a 

thought or a perception, about it. The higher-order state is about the lower-order state, 
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which is to say that an intentional relation holds between the higher-order and lower-

order states. Thoughts and perceptions are two familiar sorts of intentional states. 

Thoughts can be about things in the world or thoughts can be about other thoughts. 

However, David Rosenthal thinks that consciousness must be immediate, without any 

inferential process involved. For example, when I’m conscious of my pain, it is not the 

case that I think to myself, “Someone just slapped me in the face, so I must be in pain.” 

Similarly if a dentist informed me that I will be in a lot of pain after a tooth surgery, this 

information alone would not be sufficient to make my pain conscious. So basically, 

Rosenthal claims that “no conscious inferential or observational process intervenes 

between a mental state and the higher-order thought about it”. (Rosenthal, 2005) 

According to higher-order theory, consciousness is relational property of mental states. 

So being conscious is not intrinsic to the nature of mental states. “A mental state is 

conscious by virtue of standing in a representational relation to a higher-order thought.” 

As a result of the two last sentences, nothing intrinsic changes in a mental state after 

becoming conscious, rather, it acquires a new relation. 

5.3 HOT cognitive theories 
	
One of the most influential HOR theories is the HOT cognitive theory (or Higher-Order 

Thought theory) of Rosenthal (2005) and Carruthers (2005). According to this theory, a 

mental state is phenomenally conscious if there is a thought (a second-order mental state) 

about that mental state (a first-order mental state). So any creature that can be in second-

order mental states, can be conscious of its first-order mental states.31 

																																																								
31	Creatures which can also be in third-order mental states have introspection capacities or “self-
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 Rosenthal claims that 

 “Conscious states are simply mental states we are conscious of being in. And, in 

general, our being conscious of something is just a matter of our having a thought 

of some sort about it. Since a mental state is conscious if it is accompanied by a 

suitable higher-order thought, we can explain a mental state's being conscious by 

hypothesizing that the mental state itself causes that higher-order thought to occur.” 

(Rosenthal, 2005).  

It should be noted that there is a difference between having a conscious experience and 

becoming aware of having the conscious experience.32 Becoming aware of having a 

conscious experience means to be able to report the conscious experience, and to be able 

to do so one needs to be able to monitor them and to produce a higher-order mental state.  

For his part, Carruthers argues, “…The conscious status of a mental state or event 

consists in its non-inferential availability to a 'theory of mind' or 'mind-reading' system 

capable of higher-order thought. And a conscious experience, in particular, will be an 

experience that is available to cause higher-order thoughts about the occurrence and 

content of that very experience.” (2005). 

As we can see in the above quotes by Rosenthal and Carruthers, the main difference 

between these two versions of the HOT theory lies in the necessity for the lower-order 

mental state actually to cause the occurrence of the higher-order one. According to 

Rosenthal, it is necessary to be in a higher-order mental state for the lower-order one to 

																																																																																																																																																																					
consciousness”, that is, they can be conscious of having conscious experiences. 

	
32	It might take some time between the occurrences of these two phenomena. 
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be conscious, since according to him, being conscious of something is just a matter of our 

having a thought of some sort about it. However, for Carruthers, a mere disposition to be 

in a higher-order mental state makes the lower-order one conscious, since according to 

him, a conscious experience is an experience that is available to cause higher-order 

thoughts about the content of that very experience. Moreover, for Rosenthal but not for 

Carruthers, higher-order thoughts always have conceptual content, since Rosenthal 

claims becoming aware of having a conscious experience means to be able to report that 

conscious experiences. 

According to HOR theories, there is a reference relation between mental state S and 

mental state S' in that S' refers to S, and the consciousness property is instantiated in S. 

This differs from physicalism, according to which the consciousness property instantiated 

in S has a physical nature.  

Now the question is whether the reference relation that accounts for consciousness must 

also be of a physical nature and involve processes of a physical nature. Physicalists 

answer this question in the positive. For physicalism to be compatible with HOR theories, 

in addition to mental states S and S', the intentional relation between them must have a 

physical nature.  

One way to naturalize this intentional relation is through causality. Causality certainly is 

a naturalistic notion. For example, according to causal theories of mental content (CTR), 

a mental representation ‘R’ represents R because ‘R’ was caused by R. This causal 

relation is necessary for ‘R’ to represent R. The problem with CTR is that in the cases 

where R is a fictitious, abstract, or mathematical object, it cannot cause ‘R’. For example 
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there is no need of causation for ‘unicorn’ to represent unicorns. So it seems that the 

causal relation between R and ‘R’ only applies to some representations. Moreover 

causality alone cannot account for the possibility of misrepresentation; so it is also not 

sufficient to determine reference.33 T. Horgan and J. Tienson (2002) argue that since 

consciousness in particular seems to involve higher cognitive processes, causal theories 

cannot explain what they call “phenomenal intentionality”.  

It is probable that intentionality cannot be reduced in naturalistic terms. On the other 

hand, since HOR theories try to explain consciousness in virtue of representational 

relations, they will face all the difficulties of naturalization of intentionality. What makes 

it even more challenging for the HOR theories to naturalize reference relations, is the fact 

that the kind of reference relations they use to account for consciousness is between 

mental states in a single mind, and not between a subject and an intentional external 

object.  

Regarding the ‘what-it-is-likeness of being in a mental state S', and phenomenal 

consciousness, Rosenthal says, “the appearances of consciousness reflect the contents of 

our HOTs; what it's like for one to be in a particular mental state is a matter of how one's 

HOT represents that state.” (Rosenthal, 2005). He continues: “intentional states are 

responsible for there being something it is like for one to be in qualitative states, and for 

differences in what it's like for one to be in states of various sorts.” (Rosenthal, 2005) On 

the same subject, Carruthers says,  

“Such an account [HOT dispositional theory] can explain how conscious 

																																																								
33	This is known from Fodor (1990) as “the disjunction problem”. 
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experiences have a subjective dimension of what it is likeness. This is their higher-

order analog content, in virtue of which they themselves (and not just the objects 

and properties of which their first-order contents are) are presented to us non-

conceptually or in analog fashion.” (2005, p.137) 

However, even supposing that the representational relation between mental states of a 

single subject can be reduced in terms of physical states and processes of the cognitive 

system, the question still remains why a mental state S would be phenomenally conscious 

merely in virtue of being represented by another mental state. The mere fact that the 

mental state S is represented by another mental state S' does not seem enough to explain 

why there is something it is like to be in mental state S.34 

Carruthers claims that the mere availability of a HOT makes a mental state S a 

phenomenally conscious mental state. In his own words:  

“On this account [the dispositional HOT theory], phenomenal consciousness 

consists in the dual perceptual content (both first-order and higher-order) possessed 

by those perceptual states that are made available to HOT.” (2005, p. 76)  

Many like Rosenthal reject the dispositional HOT theory on the grounds that a 

consciousness property is either instantiated or not, and the instantiation of a 

consciousness property in a mental state cannot solely depend on potential reference 

relations. Potential relations cannot be sufficient for an actual consciousness property to 

occur. Rosenthal believes that HOT must actually occur in order for the lower-order 

thought to become conscious.  
																																																								
34	This objection is called “the rock objection” by Alvin Goldman (1993): “A rock does not become 
conscious when someone has a belief about it. Why should a first-order psychological state become 
conscious simply by having a belief about it?” (Goldman, 1993) 
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Now, according to Rosenthal's theory, the lower-order thought causes the HOT and 

thereby becomes conscious. (Before causing a HOT, a mental state is not conscious.) So 

another question arises: why do some mental states (some lower-order mental states), but 

not others (the unconscious ones), cause (or have the potentiality to cause) HOT? What is 

the difference between the mental states that cause a HOT and those that do not?  

In answering these questions, we cannot merely rely on functional considerations. Even 

were we to dismiss the distinction between P-consciousness (phenomenal consciousness) 

and A-consciousness (Access consciousness), we would be providing neither a sufficient 

nor a satisfactory explanation of the what-it-is-likeness , for the what-it-is-likeness needs 

to be explained in addition to the functional explanations. HOT theories claim to account 

for P-consciousness and for the what-it-is-likeness of a P-conscious state; but do they 

show why the consciousness property results (with physical or metaphysical necessity) 

from a representational relation between lower-order mental states and the higher-order 

ones? After all, it would appear to be possible for a creature to be conscious without 

having any higher order thoughts about its experiences. Or take creatures who cannot 

have higher-order mental states, but only first order ones; it would seem possible that 

there is something it is like to be in some first-order mental states. Is it the case that these 

creatures do not have any P-consciousness or any what-it-is-likeness? These are the 

objections and questions that need to be explained and answered by the proponents of 

HOT theories.  

5.4. Block’s objection to HOT (The fatal objection) 
	
Block claims that there are two quite different approaches to the nature of consciousness. 
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One focuses on ‘what it is like’ to have an experience (Nagel, 1974). Some, like Block 

(1978), Chalmers (1996), Levine (1983), and McGinn (1989), favor this approach. The 

second approach emphasizes the idea that a conscious state is a state of which one is 

conscious. Block argues that these two approaches “correspond to two different senses of 

the term ‘conscious’.” A better alternative according to Block is that “they are non-

conflicting approaches that should be woven together into a single account that 

emphasizes both perspectives.”35 (Block, 1995) 

Block believes that for theorists who emphasize what-it-is-like-ness, such as himself, 

“sensory qualities have a kind of consciousness in themselves (namely what-it-is-like-

ness—what I call ‘phenomenal consciousness’)”. By contrast, higher order theorists think 

that those sensory qualities can exist without any kind of consciousness.” (Block, 1995) 

As Rosenthal says “...what it's like for one to have a pain, in the relevant sense of that 

idiom is simply what it's like for one to be conscious of having that pain.” Rosenthal  

adds: “Conscious states are states we are conscious of ourselves as being in, whether or 

not we are actually in them.” (Rosenthal, 1997)  

 As discussed earlier, according to HOT, a mental state is conscious “if and only if the 

state is the object of a certain kind of representation arrived at non-inferentially”. So for a 

mental state to be conscious is for it to be the object of another mental state.36  

As the main goal of many theories of consciousness is to provide a “demystifying 

perspective” on the process of changing from an unconscious experience of pain to a 

																																																								
35 They might also be considered as conflicting approaches to the same thing (Weisberg, 2010).   
 
36	Being the ‘object of’ can be translated as mere accompaniment, or as representation. HOT theories refer 
to the latter.  
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conscious experience of it, an important question to be answered by HOT theories is: 

“Why should it be that when you put together an unconscious pain with a thought about 

it, you get a conscious pain?”  

Block distinguishes between modest and immodest (or ambitious) versions of HOT 

theory37:  

“A higher-order theory of consciousness can be held as an immodest (or ambitious) 

theory that purports to capture what-it-is-like-ness, or as a modest theory of one 

kind of consciousness, or of consciousness in one sense of the term, (that is) higher-

order consciousness. However, the modest version of the higher-order approach 

recognizes another kind of consciousness (or consciousness in another sense of the 

term), what-it-is-like-ness or phenomenal consciousness.”  

The modest view allows that an “unconscious” pain might nonetheless be conscious in 

the what-it-is-like-ness sense of the term, even though it is not an object of any higher-

order state.  

So Block claims that the ambitious reply to the above question is that an appropriate 

higher-order thought is somehow sufficient and necessary for consciousness (and what-it-

is-like-ness) to occur. As mentioned above, for Rosenthal, a state cannot be conscious 

unless “we are conscious of ourselves as being in, whether or not we are actually in 

them”. (Rosenthal, 1997) However, Block argues:  

“this ambition is self-destructive, since the new version of the higher-order view 

																																																								
37	In explaining both versions of the higher-order account it has to be noted that the higher-order 
representation occurs at the same time and in the same mind as the first-order representation it represents 
(Block 2005a, 2009; Van Gulick 2004). 
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has to say, as I just noted, that what-it-is-like-ness that is non-existent can matter 

just as much as what-it-is-like-ness that exists, and that amounts to abusing the 

notion of what-it-is-like-ness.” (Block, 2009) 

Block claims that the fatal problem arises from the radical misrepresentation case in 

which the “target” state,38 the state that the HOT represents, does not exist, i.e. when the 

thought is ‘empty’. Block argues: 

 “higher order theorists think that those sensory qualities can exist without any kind 

of consciousness. And to preserve the significance of the higher order theory, they 

say that those unconscious qualities have no what-it-is-like-ness either.”  

As an example of a HOT theorist, Rosenthal thinks that there is evidence in ‘change 

blindness’, for example, that we can have what it is like by a HOT independently from 

any first order state.39 According to Rosenthal, if one has, for example, a sensation of red 

and a distinct HOT that one has a sensation of green, what it will be like for one is that 

one has a sensation of green, not of red. This is also the case if one has that HOT with no 

relevant sensation at all.  

Let us get back to the fatal problem and Block’s argument against HOT. Block claims 

that according to HOT, we have a necessary and sufficient condition for a conscious 

episode as long as there is an “assertoric higher-order thought to the effect that I am 

experiencing seeing something”. This is true even in the case where the thought is 

‘empty’. For example, at a time t, I can have an assertoric higher-order thought to the 

effect that I am experiencing seeing something red, regardless of the fact that I am having 
																																																								
38 In Rosenthal’s terminology	
39	‘Change blindness’ experiments show that items can change color 50 times before the subject notices a 
change. 
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no visual representation (no first-order mental state) at t, i.e. the thought is actually 

‘empty’ at t. All this is consistent with HOT, Block believes, since according to HOT, 

“an episode is conscious at t if and only if it is the object of an assertoric higher-order 

thought at t, arrived at non-inferentially.” Block argues, “The sufficient condition dictates 

that this thought at t is sufficient for a conscious episode at t. By the necessary condition, 

that conscious episode at t is the object of a simultaneous higher-order thought.” Since in 

the example we discussed above there is only one higher-order thought at t, with the 

assumption that this thought is not self-referential, there is no conscious episode at t after 

all. And he concludes, “Thus, the sufficient condition and the necessary condition are 

incompatible in a situation in which there is only one non-self-referential higher-order 

representation.” 

Block argues that this problem is not necessarily inconsistent with the original HOT. 

According to the original HOT, an actual pain is conscious if and only if it is the object of 

an actual appropriate higher-order thought. Block claims that “someone can hold this 

view without holding that an empty higher-order thought all by itself makes anything 

conscious”. He continues “The aboriginal higher-order thought view does not have the 

form of a claim about what consciousness (or what-it-is-like-ness) is, but rather about 

what the conditions are in which an actual state is a conscious state, leaving it open what 

to say about the “empty” case.”(Block, 2009)  

Rosenthal believes that “conscious states are states we are conscious of ourselves as 

being in, whether or not we are actually in them.” (Rosenthal, 2002). He also says: “ . . . 

HOTs determine what it’s like for one to be in various conscious qualitative states. So 

erroneous HOTs will in this case result in there being something it’s like for one to be in 
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a state that one is not actually in.” (Rosenthal, 2005) On the other hand, he encapsulates 

the theory as follows: “The core of the theory, then, is that a mental state is a conscious 

state when, and only when, it is accompanied by a suitable HOT.” He adds a footnote: 

“There will be reason to retreat on the claim that a state’s being conscious is strictly 

speaking relational . . .” (Rosenthal, 1997). Block claims that this is “…the version to 

which he has retreated, the non-extrinsic relational view that is the source of the trouble.” 

(Block, 2009)  

All that being said, it is significant to distinguish between the original higher-order 

thought view and the new one, being modified in response to the empty HOT problem 

(the fatal problem).  

Block argues that the HOT view according to which an appropriate higher-order thought 

is sufficient for consciousness (and what-it-is-like-ness) to occur, is “self-destructive”. 

(Note that according to Block, this claim does not apply to the HOT view according to 

which an appropriate higher-order thought is only necessary for consciousness to occur.) 

The reason is that according to this view the what-it-is-like-ness that is non-existent can 

be as significant as what-it-is-like-ness that exists, but that is abusing the notion of what-

it-is-like-ness. HOT theorists might try a way out of this, and claim that what-it-is-like-

ness is a property of the HOT itself. In the other words, without HOT there is no what-it-

is-like-ness in the first place. “That is, the HOT in a case of an empty HOT is the very 

state that is conscious and has what-it-is-like-ness.” However, one might wonder how this 

view can be consistent with the original view of a conscious state: “a conscious state is a 

state one is conscious of”. If HOT theorists argue that a HOT can be self-reflexive, i.e. a 

state of consciousness of itself, then this would be a version of the same-order theory, 
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and the burden of explaining the difference would be on such theorists.  

So another challenge for HOT theories, Block argues, is to differentiate HOT from the 

same-order account. According to the same-order account, conscious experience is 

reflexive in that it consists in part in an awareness of itself (Brentano 1874/1924; Burge 

1997, 2006; Byrne 2004; Caston 2002; Kriegel 2005; Kriegel and Williford 2006; Levine 

2001, 2006; Metzinger 2003; Ross 1961; Smith 1986). The same-order account explains 

the transition between conscious and unconscious states by having and lacking the self-

referential property. However, Block claims that they also need to explain why this self-

referential property comes and goes with consciousness.  

Block believes that in order for the HOT to survive these objections, it needs to adopt one 

of the following alternatives:  

“(1) Adopt a modest view that prescinds from real metaphysical questions about 

the nature of consciousness. My objection does not apply to this option – but see 

the paragraph below for an alternative.  

(2) Swallow the consequence that non-existent conscious agony can be just as bad 

as existing conscious agony, in which case the view is about consciousness in a 

merely technical sense of the term.  

(3) Move to a version of the same-order view.”  

 

Block also suggests an alternative way of combining both the higher-order approach to 

consciousness which is trying to explain that a conscious state is one that the subject is 
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conscious of, and the alternative approach that emphasizes the phenomenal aspect of 

experience, ‘what it is like’ to have a conscious experience. He says: “The two points of 

view can be usefully combined if we hold that a reflexive conscious state is one that is 

phenomenally presented in a higher-order representation of it” (Block, 2005). He 

continues that “since phenomenal presentation of a state requires that it exist, there is no 

‘emptiness’ problem. Since this account uses a phenomenal state in a representation of it, 

there is no issue of mistaken representation.” (Block, 2005) 

5.4.1 Rosenthal’s reply to Block’s objection to HOT   
	
A state of being conscious is a matter of how one's mental life appears to one. A state is 

conscious provided that it seems subjectively that one is in that state. As mentioned 

above, higher-order theories argue that a mental state is conscious only if one is 

subjectively aware of oneself as being in that state. As it appears, according to higher-

order theories, subjectivity is both a sufficient and necessary conditions for a mental state 

to be conscious.  

As a result as soon as someone seems to be in a conscious state, in a first-person way (i.e. 

it seems to us that they are subjectively aware of themselves as being in that state), 

according to HOT, we take that person to be in a conscious state. We normally rely on 

subjective appearances to determine whether someone is in a conscious state. And we 

generally assume that such first-person appearances are accurate without having any 

independent support for that assumption. It might actually happen that one is in a 

conscious state but not in the state one seems subjectively to others to be in. 

Rosenthal believes that there is a discrepancy between mental reality and subjective 
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appearance: 

“A theory of consciousness explains conscious subjectivity, not the underlying 

mental reality that's responsible for these appearances. Being in a conscious state is 

not a mental state's having some special monadic property; rather, it’s an aspect of 

how one’s mental life appears to one.” (Rosenthal, 2011) “Subjective appearances 

may mislead about what mental states one is actually in. Since subjectivity doesn't 

reveal mental states that aren't conscious, it cannot be the last word about mental 

reality, but at best only about how that reality sometimes appears to us. We must 

distinguish one's seeming to be in a mental state from one's actually being in that 

state.” (Rosenthal, 2011)  

Rosenthal argues that higher-order thought theory, contrary to what Block claims, does 

not claim that HOT is sufficient for the actual occurrence of the state one is aware of 

oneself as being in; rather “the theory says that a HOT suffices only for a mental episode 

to seem subjectively to occur, not also for that episode actually to occur.” (Rosenthal, 

2011)  

According to Rosenthal, Block insists, “The theory must after all be committed to the 

occurrence of the first-order state.” (Rosenthal, 2011) He claims that Block equates 

"there [being] something it is like for the subject" with there being "an episode or 

occurrence of what-it-is-like-ness", which he sees as a monadic property that attaches to a 

qualitative state. So Rosenthal concludes that for Block, “there cannot be anything it's 

like for one if the state one is aware of oneself as being in does not occur.” 

Rosenthal argues that the commitment to ‘a HOT's being sufficient for the state it 
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describes to exist (the occurrence of what-it-is-like-ness)’, does not follow from the 

theory's assertion that a HOT is sufficient for there to be something it's like for one. As 

“that assertion rests on a construal of 'what it's like' solely in terms of subjective 

appearances”, Block is wrong in concluding that this assertion (HOT is sufficient for 

there to be something it's like for one) in HOT theory implies that HOT is sufficient for 

the actual existence of the state it seems for one to be in (or the occurrence of what-it-is-

like-ness).  

Rosenthal claims that Block’s consideration of what-it-is-like-ness as a monadic property 

of mental states is equal to his well-known notion of phenomenal consciousness.40 But 

“Block’s phenomenal consciousness is itself arguably just the occurrence of mental 

qualities, independent of whether those mental qualities occur consciously.” (Rosenthal, 

2011) Rosenthal concludes that “the phrase 'what it's like' is not reliable common 

currency.” (Rosenthal, 2011)  

Rosenthal argues that states with mental quality can occur consciously and not; they can 

occur without appearing in one’s stream of consciousness. “So one’s being in a state with 

qualitative character is independent of one’s being in a conscious state, and we need 

different theories to explain the two. A theory of consciousness will explain one’s mental 

life subjectively appearing a particular way; a distinct theory must address what mental 

qualities are, independent of whether they occur consciously.” (Rosenthal, 2011)  

Rosenthal claims that what matters to Block “is tied to what-it-is-like-ness, which on his 

construal attaches to an actual first-order state.” (Rosenthal, 2011) Rosenthal opposes this 

																																																								
40	Block often proposes ‘there being something it’s like to be in the state’ as the test of phenomenal 
consciousness.   
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idea with the example of ‘dental fear’: “Dental drilling sometimes leads patients to report 

feeling pain even though no relevant nerve exists. The standard explanation is that when 

a sensation of vibration occurs along with fear, patients mistake it for pain.”  They even 

continue to experience the pain with the drilling even though they’ve been told that no 

relevant nerve exists. So “the subjective awareness of pain matters to them despite the 

absence of actual pain.” (Rosenthal, 2011) According to Rosenthal “all that matters for a 

state's being conscious is it’s seeming subjectively to one that one is in that state.  

On the HOT theory, that's determined by a HOT's intentional content.” But as Block 

correctly points out, the causal origin of a HOT is irrelevant. Rosenthal’s HOT theory 

says that HOTs must subjectively seem to be independent of inference: “this subjective 

independence of inference is intended to capture the sense of immediacy characteristic of 

the way we're aware of our conscious states.” Block concludes: “it’s ad hoc for the theory 

to hold that HOTs result in subjectivity only if they’re independent of inference.”  

Rosenthal disapproves of this conclusion. Rosenthal emphasizes that this independence 

of inference must only subjectively seem to be the case, accusing Block of drawing a 

wrong conclusion in considering the independence of inference as a necessary condition 

of HOTs resulting in subjectivity. Rosenthal also adds that: “All that matters for 

subjective appearances are the HOT's content. That content ordinarily reflects the nature 

of the first-order state, but subjective appearances can occur without any first-order state 

at all.” (Rosenthal, 2011)  

5.4.2 Block’s reply to Rosenthal  
	
Let’s start with a quick review of Block’s objection to Rosenthal. Block believes that 
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there is an incoherence in Rosenthal’s HOT theory: It is incoherent to hold both that “an 

appropriate higher-order thought is sufficient for a conscious state, and that being the 

object of an appropriate higher-order thought is necessary for a conscious state.”(Block, 

2011) Block justifies his claim in the following way:  

“A (1) lone and (2) unconscious (i.e. not the object of another HOT) and (3) 

“empty” (i.e. reference-failing) higher-order thought at t determines a conscious 

state at t, but—contrary to the necessary condition-- there is no thought at t about 

that conscious state—unless the lone thought is about itself. But such self-reference 

would collapse the HOT theory into the rival same-order theory.” (Block, 2011)  

 Block believes that since any thought requires intentional content, HOT cannot be a 

sufficient factor for a conscious state, if there is also a necessary condition for a 

conscious state as being the object of an appropriate higher-order thought; unless the 

higher order thought is about itself.   

One might say that these two conditions are not incoherent. The former says the thought 

is sufficient and the latter says if there is an object, it is necessary for that object to be the 

object of an appropriate higher-order thought in order to yield a conscious state. So in the 

“empty” case as long as there is a higher-order thought, it is sufficient to have a 

conscious state according to Rosenthal’s HOT. However, the main problem here is the 

fact about the intentional and referential character of a thought.  

With reference to Rosenthal’s reply that the HOT approach captures how things seem (or 

seem subjectively) to the subject, Block says that “there is an obvious ambiguity in the 

word ‘seem’.”; 

“when I say that the straight stick in the water seems bent I am reporting a 
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subjective appearance. When I say that it seems that the gas tank is empty, I am 

reporting a thought or in any case something cognitive rather than anything 

phenomenal. The HOT theory of course licenses the latter sense, but Rosenthal’s 

(and Weisberg’s) use of the former exploits this ambiguity, giving the illicit 

impression that thought is sufficient for seeming in the subjective appearance 

sense.” (Block, 2011) 

Moreover, in reply to Rosenthal’s “dentist fear” example, Block says:  

“it’s true that tissue damage is not causing the pain, but that does not show there is 

no pain: there are different causal routes to pain. For example, people can have 

empathetic pain with no tissue damage, and this can be at least partially explained 

by the fact that both components of pain, the sensory and affective components, can 

be activated without tissue damage when the subject is watching others apparently 

subjected to nightmarish stimuli.” (Block, 2011) 

Block favors a neural based account of what makes representations conscious when they 

are conscious. (Block, 2005, 2009) He makes a distinction between the ‘representational 

content of a visual representation’ and ‘what makes this content conscious’. So on 

Block’s account, as on Rosenthal’s, there can be unconscious sensory representations. 

Also, on both views, something can be said about what makes a sensory content 

conscious. 

5.5 The explanatory gap 
 
Some such as O. Flanagan believe that “The gap between the subjective and the objective 

is an epistemic gap, not an ontological gap” (Flanagan, 1992). This is to say that the gap 
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appears when we consider the subjectivity of phenomenal experience as an ontological 

factor and not as an epistemological one. The “explanatory gap” results from taking an 

epistemological factor as an ontological one. It could be the case that the property of 

phenomenal content is an objective property, despite the subjectivity of phenomenal 

experience.  

The existence of the explanatory gap is one of the main premises for anti-physicalist 

arguments. Kripke (1980) for example, claimed that every identity statement between 

rigid designators are, if true, necessarily true. So if identity statements such as “pain is the 

firing of C-fibers” are true at all, assuming that both psychological terms such as ‘pain’ 

and natural kind terms such as ‘C-fibers firing’ are rigid designators (as Kripke claims 

that they are), then they are necessarily true.  

However these psycho-physical statements seem to be contingent, in a sense that it is 

conceivable (and intuitive), in a possible world, to have pain without any C-fibers firing, 

or to have C-fibers firing without any pain at all.  Levine (1983) argues that the 

contingency of these psycho-physical statements are due to the “explanatory gap”: 

“…they don’t explain why, e.g., pain feels the way it does, or even why there should be 

any feeling associated with C-fibers firings at all.” (Levine, 1983) Levine claims that any 

theory that associates phenomenal contents with physical properties is unable to explain 

why these physical properties are associated with any feelings (phenomenal contents) at 

all. 

Note that even if we accept that phenomenal properties are supervenient and not physical 

properties, the explanatory gap can be found in between these properties and their 
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physical supervenience bases.  

To summarize the above argument:  

(1) Assuming that psycho-physical statements are rigid designators, if true, they are 

necessarily true. (Kripke) 

(2) Due to the explanatory gap, psycho-physical statements do not seem to be 

necessarily true. (Levine) 

(3) So, psycho-physical statements seem not to be true, or rigid designators. 

Note that to be able to have the above conclusion, it is necessary to accept that both 

psychological terms such as ‘pain’ and natural kind terms such as ‘C-fibers firing’ are 

rigid designators (as Kripke claims that they are). It is also to accept Kripke’s claim that 

identity statements between rigid designators hold in every possible world. (Kripke, 

1980) Whereas the second premise claims that there is a metaphysically possible world 

where there is pain and yet no C-fibers firing.  

If we believe that phenomenal contents are not identical to properties with a physical 

nature, then we will be a kind of dualist. According to physicalism, phenomenal contents 

are properties with a physical nature. Our capacity of conceiving a situation where there 

is pain without any C-fiber firing might cause us to suspect that physicalism suffers from 

an explanatory gap, and therefore that physicalism cannot be true. Since the idea that 

psycho-physical statements are not metaphysical identities is only an intuition, let’s see if 

there is a way to weaken this intuition. It might be the case that the reason for the 

explanatory gap seeming unbridgeable, is that we take one part of the psycho-physical 

statements to be referring to an ontologically objective property and the other part to be 
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referring to an ontologically subjective property. It seems impossible to bridge this gap 

between an objective and a subjective property.  

Searle claims that consciousness is ontologically subjective. (Searle, 2002) According to 

this view, in our example of a psycho-physical statement, C-fiber firing is an 

ontologically objective physical phenomenon, while pain is an ontologically subjective 

phenomenon.  

On the other hand, Searle claims that conscious experience is caused by physical 

(biological) systems. The question that arises here is how ontologically objective 

properties cause ontologically subjective properties. These theories also need to give a 

positive account of “ontologically subjective” properties. 

Chalmers also claims that it is possible to conceive of a possible world (zombie world) 

where all objective facts are the same as in the actual world but where there is no 

subjective experience (no consciousness). For example, we can, according to Chalmers, 

imagine a world where there are entities (zombies) with C-fiber firing but without any 

pain. (Chalmers, 1996) 

Is it possible for the two parts of the psycho-physical statement to be ontologically 

objective physical properties? Is it possible for phenomenal contents to have a physical 

nature despite their subjective character? Contrary to what Searle believes, the 

subjectivity of conscious experience could be considered as an epistemological condition 

and not an ontological one. Note that epistemological subjectivity does not entail 

ontological subjectivity.  
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As mentioned above, this idea is in contrast with Searle’s view, which claims that 

consciousness is ontologically subjective but epistemologically objective: 

“Suppose we insist on giving an account of the world that is completely 

objective, not only in the epistemic sense that its claims are independently 

checkable, but in the ontological sense [...]. Once you adopt this strategy [...] it 

becomes impossible to describe consciousness, because it becomes literally 

impossible to acknowledge the subjectivity of consciousness. [...] such a reality 

[not merely epistemologically objective but ontologically objective] has no 

place for consciousness, because it has no place for ontological subjectivity.” 

(Searle, 1993) 

5.6 Subjectivity and the Subjective Character of Phenomenal 
Experience  
 
The subjectivity of conscious experience is a central issue in all the theories of 

consciousness and in philosophy of mind in general. According to many philosophers, 

conscious experience is essentially subjective. The main claim about subjectivity is the 

idea that one can know “what it is like to have certain conscious states only if one has 

undergone such states oneself.” This is the idea that some philosophers like Jackson 

(1982) try to promote by arguments such as Mary’s knowledge argument. 

But are the claims about the subjectivity of consciousness, which are offered as 

apparently obvious facts about consciousness, sufficient basis for concluding the 

impossibility of inter-subjective scientific access to consciousness?  
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In reply to this question, there are eliminativists, reductivists and nonreductivists about 

consciousness. Some nonreductivists, such as Searle, argue that “although science aims at 

epistemic objectivity, epistemic objectivity of the method does not require ontological 

objectivity of the subject matter. For example it is epistemically objective that pain exists, 

but the mode of its existence is subjective.” (Searle, 1997) He believes consciousness is 

ontologically subjective and epistemically objective. The idea is that science is objective, 

however it is objective in an epistemic sense and not in an ontological sense. Searle 

concludes that science is able to deal with ontological subjective issues if they are 

epistemically objective, such as consciousness.  

Many have argued that the biggest obstacles to a physicalist understanding of 

consciousness are the problems raised in connection with the subjectivity of 

consciousness.  

What is subjectivity in the context of philosophy of mind? Although subjectivity has 

something to do with consciousness and phenomenal character, it is not identical to them. 

Subjectivity is what makes consciousness and phenomenal character have the quality of 

being one-way knowable. In other words, the claim that phenomenal character is 

subjective is the claim that the only way to know phenomenal character is by having a 

conscious experience that has that character. Whatever the relevant sense of “know” is 

here, it is the sense relevant to “knowing what it is like” to have some conscious 

experience. This is basically an explication of subjectivity in its one-way knowability 

sense.41 

																																																								
41 Some philosophers emphasizing the subject relativity of subjectivity have noted an analogy between this 
kind of subject relativity and a kind that obtains for indexical expressions. You and I can both utter “I am 
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5.6.1 Some arguments against/in favor of Physical Subjectivity 
 
Recall the “knowledge argument” offered by Jackson, in which Mary has never seen red 

before, but knows all the physical facts about the process of seeing red. When she sees 

red for the first time, she will acquire new knowledge and a new idea of ‘what it is like to 

see red’. Since prior to seeing red Mary knew all the physical facts, Jackson concludes 

that in learning a new fact upon having a red experience, what Mary learns is a non-

physical fact. Thus the subjective character of experience is non-physical, which results 

in Jackson’s claim that “physicalism is false since not all of the facts are physical facts.” 

(Jackson, 1982) 

For his part, when Nagel argues that no amount of knowledge about bat behavior or bat 

physiology would let us know “what it is like to be a bat”, he is not targeting the 

epistemic problem of knowing the minds of those who are merely numerically distinct 

from ourselves i.e. those who are the same type as we are and don’t have a qualitatively 

distinct kind of mind (i.e. other human beings). Nagel is instead concerned to point out a 

problem that arises in trying to comprehend a qualitatively quite distinct kind of mind. 

 P. Mandik claims that Nagel “has no doubt that physicalism about subjectivity is true”, 

but Nagel says that we cannot currently understand how it is true. (Mandik, 2001) 

The key idea behind Nagel's and Jackson's arguments is that for all types of phenomenal 

character, in order to know what it is like to have a conscious experience with a 

phenomenal character of a certain type, one must have, at that or some prior time, a 

																																																																																																																																																																					
here” and thereby express different propositions. Some philosophers have construed indexicality as an 
instance of subjectivity and some others have even gone so far as to argue that subjectivity just is 
indexicality. 
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conscious experience with a phenomenal character of the same type. By this idea they are 

actually referring to the crucial role of subjectivity in conscious experience. 

In reply to the knowledge argument, some such as M. Beaton claim that we would be 

wrong to think that, just by gaining the sensory apparatus while confronting the color red 

is sufficient for Mary to know what it is like to see red. Just picking out red without any 

connection to the brain regions responsible for additional, more conceptual abilities, 

would be the equivalent of blind sight. In order for Mary to come to consciously see red, 

she has to be able to report that she is seeing red now. (Beaton, 2005)  

I believe that by this argument Beaton could be referring to some kind of introspection or 

self-reflection on whatever information is given by an individual’s sensory apparatus as a 

result of the processes happening in her neural system. He could also be referring to 

conceptual reflections in the sense of second-order introspection.  

Others such as Lycan believe that the experience itself is a state of my nervous system 

that represents something. When I introspect on my experience, I form a second-order 

representation of my experience. Only I can represent my states by the introspective 

application of self-referential indexical concepts. According to Lycan, indexicality is the 

ultimate explication of subjectivity. (Lycan, 1998) 

Lycan is basically addressing two levels of representation in our conscious experience: 

the first level is representing a state of our nervous system (first-order representation) and 

the second level is every individual’s introspection and self-reflection on their 

experience, i.e. representing the first-order representation, which is the second-order 

representation of their experience. He finds the subjectivity of conscious experience in 

every individual’s second-order representation, which he believes is essentially an 
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indexical representation. 

For his part, Mandik argues that relating subjectivity to indexicality in the way Lycan 

does, which is basically claiming that subjectivity is “pronominal”, causes some 

problems. One such problem with the indexical response is that it mistakenly makes 

numerical differences sufficient for subjective differences.  

“Mary and Cheri (physically identical) would be subjectively identical, in spite of 

being indexically distinct. Thus indexicality is inadequate to account for 

subjectivity. Questions of what it is like to be X are questions cast at the level of 

types, not tokens.” (Mandik, 2001) 

According to Mandik, what is wrong with the knowledge argument is the claim that Mary 

is able to know all of the physical facts. “I think, instead, that Mary is able to know only 

all of the objective physical facts. The sorts of facts that she is cut off from are subjective 

yet nonetheless wholly physical facts.” (Mandik, 2001)  

According to Mandik’s argument, the question that needs to be answered is: what does 

the physical basis of subjectivity amount to? Must all physical things exist objectively 

and vice versa?  

Mandik tries to give a physical account of subjectivity by arguing that in some cases the 

neurons are responsive to locations relative to the subject. This results in perspectival, or 

what he calls “egocentric” representations of spatial locations. In other cases, the neurons 

are responsive to locations independent of the relations between the location and the 

subject, thus giving rise to non-perspectival, or what he calls “allocentric” representations 

of spatial locations. He claims “Subject S’s representation R of X is perspectival if it has 

the function of carrying information about relations between S and X.”(Mandik, 2001) 
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By emphasizing this perspectival aspect, he tries to provide a physical account of 

subjectivity. 

According to this explanation, Mandik claims that the problem of subjectivity arises at 

the level of types, not tokens. That is to say, members of the same type are capable of 

having the same subjective experiences and are able to have an accurate understanding of 

each other’s subjective experiences and feelings. However this is not true for the 

members of distinct types, so Mandik still agrees with Nagel on the idea that we could 

never know “what is it like to be a bat”. 

According to Mandik, the subjective character of conscious experience is the result of 

introspection. He argues that “…the information flows not only from lower to higher 

levels, but also back down from higher to lower.”(Mandik, 2001) According to Mandik, 

two modes are relevant to the present discussion: perception and introspection. 

“Unconscious perception takes place when a sensation elicits the application of a 

concept without feedback from the conceptual level back down to the sensational 

level. A conscious perception occurs when the feedback occurs in addition to the 

processes that alone would suffice for unconscious perception. The account of 

introspection is modeled on the account of perception.” (Mandik, 2001) 

Mandik is basically claiming that conscious states need to go through two levels: 

perception, which is a bottom up process, i.e. from lower order (sensational level) to 

higher order (conceptual level), and introspection, which is a top down process, i.e. from 

higher order to lower order. Without any connection to introspection and the brain 

regions responsible for additional, more conceptual abilities, an experience would be the 

equivalent of blindsight. “In order for Mary to come to consciously see red, she has to be 



	 152	

able to report that she is seeing red now, to be able to choose to remember and imagine 

it.” (Mandik, 2001) 

He claims that  

“more complex, conceptual abilities are functions of the associative and frontal 

regions of the human brain, regions which are functionally distinct from lower level 

sensory cortex in the important sense that the sensory cortex can continue to 

effectively carry out the vast majority of its tasks without the presence of higher 

brain regions, whilst the converse is not true.” (Mandik, 2001) 

According to Mandik, when Mary confronts a red color, she gains a new configuration in 

her sensory cortex (specifically in the region dedicated to the processing of color); but 

she additionally gains a new neural configuration, by means of introspection, in her 

associative and/or frontal cortical regions. This additional configuration corresponds to 

Mary’s having gained a new concept, a concept “red-as-experienced”. But information 

flows not only from lower to higher levels (bottom up), but also back down from higher 

to lower (top down). At the lowest levels the information is very specific, becoming 

increasingly abstract and conceptual at higher levels. Conscious states are at relatively 

intermediate levels of the hierarchy.  

Subjectivity takes place in the top-down processing. Conscious perceptual states, as a 

result, are those involved in neural activations that involve the bottom-up activation of 

intermediate levels, which are also undergoing modulation by various top- down 

processing: “a conscious state is a hybrid composed of a pair reciprocally interacting 

states, one of which is higher in the hierarchy than the other.” (see Mandik, 2001) 

Perception is neutral with respect to whether or not the perception in question is 
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conscious perception of the information sensations carry about events in both the external 

world and the body. In order for this neutral perception to become a conscious experience 

there needs to be an additional introspection of those neutral states. Mandik believes that 

“perception uniquely represents environmental properties while introspection uniquely 

represents certain mental properties.” (Mandik, 2001) 

In Mandik’s attempt to give a physical account of subjectivity, “the reason certain 

phenomenal characters are one-way knowable is because those phenomenal characters 

are representational contents of perception such that what is represented can only be 

represented by those perceptual states.” (Mandik, 2001) Such a view of uniquely 

representable properties might be based in an understanding of what he calls “egocentric” 

representations. 

The property of being too hot cannot be defined independently of answering the question 

"too hot for whom?" What it means for all of these representations to be egocentric is that 

they don't simply represent things; they represent those things in relation to the 

representing subject. Such representations have contents that are one-way representable. 

The subjectivity of phenomenal character is based on such egocentric representations. 

(Mandik, 2001)  

Mandik believes that we are conscious by means of introspection of whatever is being 

represented by the functions of our neural system. He believes in two levels of 

representing in the case of conscious experience: the first level is representing a state of 

our nervous system, the outcome of bottom up processes (first-order representation); the 

second level is every individual’s introspection of this outcome, i.e. representing the first 

order representation by means of introspection (second-order representation). 
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Consequently he finds the subjectivity of conscious experience in every individual’s 

second-order representation. 

According to J. Kim, “it may well be that the [mind-body] problem is an inexorable 

consequence of the tension between the objective world of physical existence and the 

subjective world of experience” (Kim, 2005). The tension probably arises when we try to 

bring together the fact that, according to physicalism, every real entity and property has a 

physical nature, and the idea that phenomenal contents are only accessible from the 

subjective perspective (subjectivity of conscious experience).  

Subject S is conscious if and only if there is something it is like to be her. Since only 

subject S can know what it is like to be her, only S can have access to the phenomenal 

contents of her conscious mental states. However, since according to physicalism, 

phenomenal contents have a physical nature, another subject O is also able to have 

epistemic access to the phenomenal content of subject S’s conscious mental state. For 

example, as Kripke says, by observing the phenomenon of C-fibers firing in S’s brain, O 

would be observing the pain of S. But note that the epistemic access S has, which is 

provided by introspection, is of a different kind than the access O has of the conscious 

mental states of S. There is an asymmetry in the epistemic relation that S and O can 

establish with the conscious mental states of S. The kind of access S has to its own 

phenomenal contents is only accessible from the subjective perspective of S. Given the 

kind of access O has to S’s mental states, although O could attribute some phenomenal 

content to a mental state of S, this attribution of a phenomenal content to a mental state of 

S by O does not amount to O experiencing the what-it-is-likeness of being S.  
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Here is the argument to show the tension mentioned in the beginning of this section: 

(1) By supposing that to have phenomenal contents is to have real properties, 

(2) Physicalism assumes that phenomenal contents have a physical nature, 

(3) Physical entities and properties are supposed to have an objective reality, 

(4) Every objective entity or property is supposed to be accessible from an inter-

subjective perspective. 

(5) So: If phenomenal properties are real properties, then they must be accessible 

from an inter-subjective perspective.  

(6) But according to what was said above, phenomenal properties are only accessible 

from a subjective perspective.  

In order to solve the tension between (5) and (6), we must either deny that phenomenal 

properties are real properties: denying (1). Or we must claim that some entities or 

properties are not accessible from an inter-subjective perspective, even though they are 

objectively real: denying (4).  

The entailment from the epistemological claim that phenomenal contents are accessible 

only from the subjective perspective, to the metaphysical claim that they are not physical 

or supervenient on the physical, is invalid. It may be the case that phenomenal contents, 

although physical or supervenient on the physical, are only accessible from the subjective 

perspective on account of the special relation that each subject has to her own mental 

states.  

We normally consider that we have sufficient epistemic reason to believe in the objective 

reality of some entity or property when it is possible to have inter-subjective epistemic 
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access to it. Some might consider this an “inter-subjective accessibility” criterion of 

reality. According to this criterion there is no epistemic reason to believe in the objective 

reality of a property or entity if it is not inter-subjectively accessible. Note that it is 

important for different subjects to be in equivalent epistemic conditions in order to judge 

their epistemic accessibility. It makes no sense to expect inter-subjective access to a 

property or an entity if it is not possible for an arbitrary subject to be in an epistemic 

condition to access that property. In other words, it makes no sense to use a criterion of 

reality (being accessible from an inter-subjective perspective) that is not applicable in the 

case of subjective experience. 

Since mental states are embodied, the embodying system has an exclusive kind of 

relation to them. There is an asymmetry between kinds of epistemic relations that a given 

subject S may establish to S’s own mental states and those that other subjects may 

establish to S’s mental states. Because of this epistemological asymmetry, the “inter-

subjective accessibility” criterion of reality should not be applied in the case of 

phenomenal properties of conscious mental states. Phenomenal properties are outside the 

scope of “inter-subjective accessibility”.  

It is invalid to conclude that phenomenal properties are not objectively real (a 

metaphysical issue) from the fact that they are only accessible from the subjective 

perspective (an epistemological issue). For an eliminativist to argue against the reality of 

phenomenal contents, and to claim that they are fictions or illusions, a different criterion 

of reality is required.  

Some eliminativists such as Dennett (1991) explain the impossibility of describing 
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phenomenal contents by claiming that these properties are non-existent, regardless of 

their exceptional epistemological circumstances. Others support their eliminativist 

arguments by claiming that several experiments show that we are usually wrong in our 

judgments about the phenomenal contents of our own conscious mental states. For 

example Eric Schwitzgebel (2008) says: 

“we are prone to gross error, even in favorable circumstances of extended 

reflection, about our own ongoing conscious experience, our current 

phenomenology. Even in this apparently privileged domain, our self-knowledge is 

faulty and untrustworthy. We are not simply fallible at the margins but broadly 

inept. Examples [...] include: emotional experience (for example, is it entirely 

bodily?; does joy have a common, distinctive phenomenological core?), peripheral 

vision (how broad and stable is the region of visual clarity?), and the 

phenomenology of thought (does it have a distinctive phenomenology, beyond just 

imagery and feelings?). Cartesian skeptical scenarios undermine knowledge of 

ongoing conscious experience as well as knowledge of the outside world. Infallible 

judgments about ongoing mental states are simply banal cases of self- fulfillment.” 

Although it is true that people are not infallible about the descriptions that they may give 

of the phenomenal contents of their own conscious experiences (an epistemological 

issue), it should be considered that this is not an argument against the metaphysical claim 

that phenomenal contents are objectively real. The ontological objectivity of an entity or 

of a property does not depend on our ability to make infallible descriptions or judgments 

about it. For example phenomenal contents could be non-conceptual contents. This would 

then be a good reason not to be able to fully describe one’s own phenomenal contents in 
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conceptual terms. 

It needs to be pointed out that all mental processes and mental states (including those that 

can be self-known) belong to one and the same entity. One’s experiences are actually the 

parts that constitute one’s mind, and the subjective character of phenomenal contents can 

be explained by this fact. It is obvious that according to this fact, the kind of access, i.e. 

subjective access, one has to one’s own experiences (to constitutive parts of one’s own 

mind), cannot be inter-subjectively accessible in the same way. Subjective access is 

internal while the inter-subjective access is external. All this is based on the idea that 

there is a difference in the kind of relation that holds between one’s mind and its 

constitutive mental states, and the relation that holds between the same mind and the 

mental states constitutive of another mind. This epistemological relation between a 

subject and its own mental states with their very particular nature is what explains the 

exclusivity of subjective access.  

Some, such as HOT theorists, might explain this internal subjective kind of access by 

supposing that the mind is composed of at least two different kinds of mental states, with 

some having epistemological access to the others. In that case, “I”, a kind of 

epistemological subject, would be constituted by those kind of mental states that have 

internal access to the other ones (the phenomenal contents of the conscious mental 

states). Self-knowledge is reflexive in that the object coincides with the subject. The 

epistemological relation between a subject and its conscious mental states is an internal 

one, in a sense of both being within a single mind.  
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Conclusion 
	
To wrap up this chapter, I argued that one of the main questions that HOT theories need 

to answer is why a subject’s mental state S being represented by a higher-order mental 

state S', is a sufficient reason to account for there being something it is like to be in S for 

that subject.  

By discussing the explanatory gap, I suggested that considering the subjectivity of 

consciousness as an ontological issue instead of an epistemological one, is the main 

reason for the appearance of the explanatory gap. The exclusive subjective access to 

one’s phenomenal content is an epistemological relation, which holds between a subject 

S and S’s own phenomenal mental states. So the phenomenal content or phenomenal 

property can be an objective property while a phenomenal experience is a subjective one. 

When we talk about the property of phenomenal mental states, we are referring to an 

ontological issue, while when we talk about the phenomenal experience we are referring 

to an epistemological issue, which is subjective. This is to say that consciousness is 

ontologically objective and epistemologically subjective. 
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Chapter 6  

Consciousness and Emergence 
	
 

Introduction 
	
In this chapter, I distinguish between the metaphysical necessity of supervenient 

properties and the nomological necessity of emergence properties; I then argue that 

consciousness is not a supervenient property, even though it is a physical one. I claim that 

consciousness is an emergent property of complex physical systems. The experiences that 

emerge from its emergence base follow from fundamental properties and laws, with 

nomological necessity.  

It is important to note that I cannot prove that consciousness is an emergent property. 

What I can do is only to use this idea as an assumption to respond to objections against 

physicalism, objections such as Chalmers’ zombie argument and Jackson’s knowledge 

argument. 

In the second part of this chapter, having assumed that consciousness is an emergent 

property, I return to the issue of the subjectivity of consciousness, and re-evaluate in light 

of it Jackson’s knowledge argument and Chalmers’ zombies argument.    

6.1 Is conscious experience a supervenient property or an 
emergent one? 
 
In this section, I argue that consciousness is not a supervenient property that supervenes 

on fundamental entities, but a kind of high-level physical property that can be instantiated 
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in complex physical systems.  

6.1.1 Supervenience and metaphysical necessity  
	
Let us first review the definition of supervenience. According to some physicalists, every 

item is either a physical item or supervenes on a set of physical items (supervenience 

bases) with metaphysical necessity. By “item”, these physicalists refer to any kind of 

property, entity, event, fact, or law that rules how entities behave. According to one of 

most popular conceptions of supervenience42: An item S supervenes on a set of base 

items B if S is entailed by B with metaphysical necessity. So supervenient items are 

“ontologically derived” from the corresponding supervenience bases, and since this 

ontological derivation is driven by metaphysical necessity, it is the case in any possible 

world. Also note that here “a possible world” is a metaphysically possible world, not a 

physically possible one. That is to say, the laws of nature that happen to apply in the 

actual world are not required for this entailment, according to the supervenience-based 

theories. A metaphysically possible world could have other laws or no laws at all.  

A metaphysical necessity is a kind of necessity that cannot be denied without 

contradiction. Some such as Chalmers equate “metaphysical necessity” with “logical 

necessity”. He claims: “... the metaphysically possible worlds are just the logically 

possible worlds” and “... metaphysical possibility of statements is logical possibility with 

an a posteriori twist” (Chalmers, 2006).  

																																																								
42	See McLaughlin (1995) for different concepts of mind-body supervenience.  
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To claim that every supervenient item is entailed with metaphysical necessity by a set of 

physical items, is to claim that when the relevant physical items (the supervenient base) 

are fixed, the supervenient items are fixed as well, without mediation of any further items 

(including laws of nature or any connecting processes). Every supervenient base B 

uniquely determines the relevant supervenient item S.  

Now the question that arises here is whether the fact that the supervenient item is 

“ontologically derived” from its supervenience base means that every supervenient item 

is ontologically reducible in an eliminative way in terms of physical items. Are the S 

items eliminatively reducible to B items?  

Some physicalists claim that the supervenient items are some kind of illusions (Dennett), 

or concepts (Papineau), that are not real. More moderate physicalists claim that the 

supervenient items gain objectivity from their physical supervenient bases in virtue of the 

supervenience relation. They conclude that, although ontologically derived, supervenient 

items are real items. Note that both physicalists mentioned agree that supervenient items 

are ontologically derived from physical items. Kripke uses a metaphor to describe the 

ontologically derived entities, saying that when God created every physical item, no other 

work was needed to create the supervenient items.  

According to the definition of supervenience, all facts regarding supervenient entities are 

entailed by their supervenient base physical items by metaphysical necessity, i.e. without 

any mediation of laws of nature. The result of this ontological derivation from their 

physical supervenient base is a lack of any original powers, including causal powers, for 

the supervenient items. For supervenient properties to have any original power would be 
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tantamount to those powers not existing in their supervenient base. This can’t be the case, 

as mentioned above, because of the metaphysical entailment relation between the 

supervenient items and their physical base.   

An example of a supervenient item would be an entity like a virus. A virus is normally 

nothing more than some genetic material made from either DNA or RNA molecules that 

carries genetic information, and a protein coat that protects these genes. But no molecule, 

regardless of its genetic information, is a virus only in virtue of its physical properties. In 

order for a molecule to be virus, it needs an environment to infect. These infectious 

agents replicate only inside the living cells of other organisms. Therefore, the 

supervenience base of a virus goes beyond the DNA or RNA molecules and the protein 

coat.  

Now that we have a general idea about supervenience, let’s get back to our original 

question as to whether or not consciousness is a supervenient property. In order for 

consciousness to be a supervenient property, according to the mentioned definition of 

supervenience, it needs to be ontologically derived from its physical supervenience base; 

consequently, it lacks any original causal powers, having only derived causal powers. 

Moreover, as a result of being ontologically derived and of the fact that the supervenient 

properties supervene on the physical base with metaphysical necessity, the property of 

what-it-is-likeness cannot be produced by the supervenient item. The supervenience does 

not have the power to produce the consciousness property without it already existing in 

the supervenience base. It cannot be the case that supervenient entities are such that there 

is something it is like to be them, on the one hand, but that, on the other hand, the 
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relevant supervenient bases are not such that there something it is like to be them.  

To put it in other words, from a physical system (supervenience base) B such that there is 

nothing it is like to be B, the supervenient entity S with the property of there being 

something it is like to be S, cannot follow with metaphysical necessity. S has a property 

of what-it-is-likeness that cannot be derived from the B that lacks this property.  

Shifting from B to S cannot produce the property of what it is like to be S. The shift from 

a physical property to a supervenient one cannot make a difference in the existence of 

brand new property of what-it-is-likeness.  

The case for the what-it-is-likeness property is similar to the case of the causal power we 

discussed earlier: just as the attribution of causal powers to supervenient entities is not 

original as it is actually the supervenience base that has the powers, we can attribute the 

consciousness property to a supervenient entity only if we attribute it to its supervenience 

base in the first place. So the consciousness property of any supervenient entity is derived 

from its supervenience base.  

To summarize the above, the claim is that with the metaphysical entailment of 

supervenience, it is not possible to have the consciousness property only at the 

supervenient level but not at the physical base. Also if consciousness were a supervenient 

property it would have lacked original causal powers. Some such as M. Kistler believe 

that having causal power is a criterion for reality.43 However, not all agree with this 

																																																								
43	For an object or property to be real it is necessary and sufficient that it is capable to make a difference to 
causal interactions. (Kistler, 2002) 
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criterion for reality and some may consider it just a methodological principle rather than a 

metaphysical one. Either way, it needs to be explained in what sense a consciousness 

property is real if it lacks any causal power and does not make any essential difference 

when instantiated. On the same note let us keep in mind that radical physicalists, Dennett 

for example, claim that consciousness is not a real property, and some moderate 

physicalists also claim that the consciousness property is real only in a weak sense with 

derived causal powers.  

So far I have claimed that consciousness properties are real properties, and as other 

entities in the world, have a physical nature, but are such that there is something it is like 

to have them. In order for an entity to be conscious, it needs to instantiate this physical 

property of consciousness. I have also claimed that the assumption that consciousness 

properties are ontologically real and original properties with original causal powers, 

entails the denial of the idea of consciousness as a supervenient property; this in turn 

results in the rejection of a metaphysical necessity entailment relation between 

consciousness and its physical base. In other words, the claim that consciousness is a real 

property entails that it has original causal powers. An ontologically original and real 

property with original causal powers cannot be a supervenient property. 

According to the supervenience theory, all the facts, entities and their properties, and 

events in the actual world, have a physical nature that is either fundamentally physical or 

that supervenes on the fundamentally physical. Fundamental physical items include 

fundamental entities and their fundamental properties, and fundamental laws of nature. 

Fundamental laws are the laws that directly relate fundamental entities. Every non-

fundamental high-level physical item supervenes on fundamental items. And the only real 
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level is actually the fundamental level, as the supervenient level does not have original 

causal powers and inherits its causal powers from the fundamental level (derived causal 

powers). Consequently, it seems that the supervenient level (the high-level physical item) 

is eliminatively reducible to the fundamental level in an ontological sense. Note that I am 

referring to an ontologically eliminative reduction and not to elimination in an 

epistemological sense. A property that is eliminatively reducible to the fundamental level 

in an ontological sense is not an ontologically original and real property.  

Proponents of the idea that consciousness is a supervenient property claim that 

consciousness is a physical high-level property, which supervenes on fundamental items. 

This claim entails that consciousness does not have original causal powers and that it is 

not a real property. According to the above theory, only the fundamental properties are 

real, but not the supervenient properties; given that consciousness is not a fundamental 

property (by rejection of panpsychism), it is not real.  

6.1.2 Emergence and nomological necessity		
	
According to physicists, physical entities are either fundamental or complex, where the 

latter are composed of fundamental entities. Some 19th and early 20th philosophers known 

as British emergentists suggested both a “layered” view of nature, as well as the existence 

of “emergent” items. They believed each layer to be the object of a specific natural 

science: the bottom layer was the level of fundamental physics, while chemistry, biology, 

and psychology were one on top of each other in this order. According to British 

emergentists, there are relations between different levels; however, they claimed that at 

each level, there are properties, i.e. the emergent ones that are not derived from the lower 

level. For example, J. S. Mill (1843) and C.D. Broad (1925) claimed that it is not the case 
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that all high-level entities and qualities are metaphysically (a priori) entailed by lower-

level processes.44 There are some high-level causal interactions that are not 

metaphysically (a priori) entailed by lower-level processes.  

Broad claims that these properties, i.e. emergent properties, too, are physical substances 

as “there is only fundamentally one kind of stuff”; they recognize “aggregates [of matter] 

of various orders”, a “stratification of kinds of substances, with different kinds belonging 

to different orders, or levels. Each level is characterized by certain fundamental, 

irreducible properties that emerge from lower-level properties.” He believes that these 

properties are related by ‘trans-ordinal’ laws, which characterize the emergence of 

higher-level properties from lower-level ones as opposed to ‘intra-ordinal’ laws, which 

relate events within an order.  

Trans-ordinal laws are what we now call ‘emergent laws’. They are fundamental, 

irreducible laws that explain a relation between an emergent property and its lower-level 

emergent base. Emergent laws are not metaphysically necessitated by any lower-level 

laws. This is how Broad describes these laws: 

There is nothing, so far as I can see, mysterious or unscientific about a trans-ordinal 

law or about the notion of ultimate characteristics of a given order. A trans-ordinal 

law is as good a law as any other; and, once it has been discovered, it can be used 

like any other to suggest experiments, to make predictions, and to give us practical 

control over external objects. The only peculiarity of it is that we must wait till we 

																																																								
44	According to this view, not every high level item supervenes on fundamental items; rather some high 
level items emerge from fundamental items. These high level emergent items, which are also physical, are 
entailed by fundamental items with nomological necessity.    
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meet with an actual instance of an object of the higher order before we can discover 

such a law; and that we cannot possibly deduce it beforehand from any combination 

of laws which we have discovered by observing aggregates of a lower order. (1925, 

p. 79) 

S. Alexander (1920) claimed that there are some high-level qualities which are not 

explainable in terms of fundamental items. This is how he describes the relationship 

between fundamental physical properties and the emergent ones:  

Physical and chemical processes of a certain complexity have the quality of life. 

The new quality life emerges with this constellation of such processes, and 

therefore life is at once a physico-chemical complex and is not merely physical and 

chemical, for these terms do not sufficiently characterize the new complex which in 

the course and order of time has been generated out of them. Such is the account to 

be given of the meaning of quality as such. The higher quality emerges from the 

lower level of existence and has its roots therein, but it emerges therefrom, and it 

does not belong to that level, but constitutes its possessor a new order of existent 

with its special laws of behaviour. The existence of emergent qualities thus 

described is something to be noted, as some would say, under the compulsion of 

brute empirical fact, or, as I should prefer to say in less harsh terms, to be accepted 

with the “natural piety” of the investigator. It admits no explanation. (Alexander, 

1920) 

So far I have argued against the a priori entailment of some high-level items from 

fundamental level ones. That is to say, I have rejected the metaphysical necessity 
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between some low-level and high-level properties and entities. In the following section, I 

will argue for the idea of a nomological necessity between the some low-level and high-

level properties and entities. Nomological necessity is a kind of necessity mediated by 

laws of nature.  

Nomological necessity can be characterized in this way: some high-level physical items 

and properties are entailed by fundamental items by mediation of laws of nature i.e. with 

nomological necessity. We could say that some high-level physical items emerge from 

their emergence base, which is constituted by fundamental items with the mediation of 

laws of nature. Emergent entities arise from more fundamental entities and are novel, 

original and irreducible with respect to their emergence base.  

Laws of nature determine and rule the interactions among physical entities (fundamental 

or complex). These laws of nature may vary across metaphysically possible worlds, 

which may be ruled by laws of nature different from those in the actual world. This is 

why nomological necessity is metaphysically contingent. It is also why it is by empirical 

research that we discover these laws of nature.  

So far I have been distinguishing between two different kinds of entailment of high-level 

entities from fundamental-level ones: Entailment with metaphysical necessity 

(supervenience), and entailment with nomological necessity (emergence). The former 

holds in every metaphysically possible world, but the later holds only in physically 

possible ones (those which share the same laws of nature as the actual world). The claim 

is that not every high-level item supervenes on fundamental items; some emerge from 

fundamental items with nomological necessity.  
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R. Penrose (1994), for example, supports the emergence theory by claiming that there is a 

“diachronic nomological relation between quantum properties and macroscopic 

properties”. He argues for the possible existence of “fundamental non-computable laws 

of physics”. Fundamental laws are said to be the ones that are not metaphysically entailed 

by other laws. Although Penrose’s proposal refers to quantum mechanics, if he is right 

and the quantum and the macroscopic level are related with the mediation of laws, then 

the macroscopic properties will not supervene on fundamental properties; rather they will 

emerge from a fundamental level via the laws, and that is how the high level properties 

appear.  

Unlike the supervenient properties, emergent properties are not eliminatively reducible to 

fundamental properties. The emergent properties are ontologically novel, with original 

causal powers, and are not ontologically derived from fundamental properties, as it is the 

case for supervenient properties. To give an example, it is not the case that merely the 

fundamental properties of H2O molecules metaphysically entail the liquidity of water. It 

is actually the laws of nature, which rule the interactions between the H2O molecules that 

determine whether these molecules form water, ice or vapor. So the emergent base (or a 

larger supervenient base) of the liquidity of water consists of H2O molecules plus the 

laws of nature (nomological relations between the H2O molecules). Consequently the 

high-level properties cannot be reduced merely to fundamental properties, as they are not 

related with metaphysical necessity, but with nomological necessity. Emergent high-level 

properties have new causal powers as they result from fundamental properties plus the 

laws of nature (nomological relations between these fundamental properties). In other 

words, we could say, some high-level properties emerge (with nomological necessity) 
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from fundamental items, and supervene (with metaphysical necessity) from fundamental 

items plus laws of nature.  

B. McLaughlin articulates this idea in the following paragraph:  

If P is a property of w, then P is emergent if and only if (1) P supervenes with 

nomological necessity, but not with logical necessity, on properties the parts of w 

have taken separately or in other combinations; and (2) some of the supervenience 

principles linking properties of the parts of w with w's having P are fundamental 

laws. [...] A law L is a fundamental law if and only if it is not metaphysically 

necessitated by any other laws, even together with initial conditions. (1997, p. 93)  

According to the emergence theory, the levels of reality consist of the fundamental level, 

which itself consists of fundamental items (fundamental properties and fundamental 

laws). The second level is constituted by high-level properties that have only fundamental 

items in their emergence base. All other levels have only fundamental items and high-

level properties of the previous levels in their emergence base. Between the levels there 

are laws of nature that rule all the interactions among them. Any explanation regarding 

the number of levels, the nature of the fundamental and high-level properties, and the 

laws, etc. is the matter of empirical research.        

6.2 Consciousness as an emergent property	
	
So far I have argued that consciousness is an emergent physical property of complex 

physical systems that is ontologically novel, with causal powers. I have also argued that 

the emergence base of consciousness consists of fundamental properties and laws. So we 

need a minimal physical system to instantiate consciousness, called an experiencer. In 
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other words, the emergence base of consciousness consists of the fundamental properties 

of the experiencer and the fundamental laws. Experiencers instantiate consciousness, and 

consciousness is a physical property of the experiencer. So consciousness is a physical 

property instantiated in physical bodies i.e. the experiencers. Consciousness is an 

emergent property of experiencers, so it cannot be eliminatively reduced to fundamental 

items.  

 The physical constituents and structure of physical systems or bodies determine whether 

they are able to instantiate consciousness or not. If they instantiate consciousness in 

virtue of their physical constituents and structure, they become experiencers. Since 

consciousness is a property of mental states, in order for a mental state M to be 

conscious, the physical system that is in that mental state M, needs to be partly an 

experiencer. This is the case for the supervenience base of mental states if one believes 

that mental states are supervenient states. A mental state is conscious, if and only if there 

is something it is like to be in that mental state for the relevant experiencer. Some entities 

are such that there is something it is like to be them; these entities are what we call 

experiencers.   

The questions of which constituents and what structures, as well as which laws of nature 

entail the emergence of consciousness, are empirical issues. For example neuroscience 

provides some answers to these sorts of questions in the case of human consciousness.  

The experiencers, like other physical systems, interact with other systems and the 

environment. They are in nomological relations with other systems. This interaction is 

required for experiencers to have mental states. Different stimuli determine the state of 
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the experiencer in different ways. For example the what-it-is-likeness of seeing a red ripe 

tomato is determined also by the physical properties of the tomato. This brings us to the 

issue of the subjectivity of consciousness, to which we now turn. 

6.3. The subjectivity of consciousness  
	
The subjectivity of conscious experience is a central issue in all the theories of 

consciousness and in philosophy of mind in general. 

According to many philosophers, conscious experience is subjective. The main claim 

about this subjectivity is the idea that one can know what it is like to have certain 

conscious states only if one has undergone such states oneself. Some philosophers, like 

Jackson (1982), try to prove this by arguments such as the knowledge argument. Now the 

question is: Does the claim about the subjectivity of consciousness which is offered as an 

apparently obvious fact about consciousness, provide a basis for arguments against 

physicalism about consciousness?  

In reply to this question, there are eliminativists, reductivists45 and nonreductivists about 

consciousness. Some nonreductivists, such as Searle, argue that although science aims at 

epistemic objectivity46, the epistemic objectivity of the method does not require the 

ontological objectivity47 of its subject matter: “…science aims at epistemic objectivity, 

																																																								
45 Reductive explanation will be discussed in the end of this chapter. 
 
46 Epistemicaly objective: ‘observer independent’, that is, epistemicaly speaking, they are not dependent on 
the observer, vs. Epistemicaly subjective: ‘observer dependent’ that is, epistemicaly speaking, they are 
dependent on the observer’s preferences or prejudices, etc.   

47 Ontologically objective: whatever has an independent third person existence, vs. ontologically subjective: 
whatever that has a first person existence, that is, whose existence depends on being felt by a subject. 
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but epistemic objectivity of method does not require ontological objectivity of subject 

matter. For example it is epistemically objective that pain exists, but the mode of its 

existence is subjective.” (Searle, 1997) The idea here is that science is objective but it is 

objective in an epistemic sense, not in an ontological sense. So science is able to deal 

with ontologically subjective issues if they are epistemically objective, such as 

consciousness. Searle argues that there is no reason why an objective science cannot 

study subjective experiences. It is a fallacy to infer from the fact that science is objective, 

the conclusion that it cannot recognize the existence of subjective states of consciousness. 

(Searle, 1997) Now the main question here is how science can investigate this part of the 

world which is ontologically subjective. 

Searle believes that consciousness is ontologically subjective but epistemically objective. 

(Searle, 1997) He claims that  

Consciousness is not itself observer-relative, it is a real and intrinsic feature of 

certain biological systems such as you and me. All observer-relative properties 

depend on consciousness for their existence. Consciousness, itself, has a first 

person or subjective ontology that cannot be reduced to anything with third person 

or objective ontology. (Searle, 1997) 

Many have argued that the biggest obstacles to a physicalist understanding of 

consciousness are the problems raised in connection with its subjectivity. 

What is subjectivity in the context of philosophy of mind? Although subjectivity has 

something to do with consciousness and phenomenal character, it is not identical to them. 

Subjectivity is what makes consciousness and phenomenal character have the quality of 
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being one-way knowable. The claim that phenomenal character is subjective is the claim 

that the only way to know phenomenal character is by having a conscious experience that 

has that character. Whatever the relevant sense of “know” is here, it is the sense relevant 

to knowing what it is like to have some conscious experience. This is basically an 

explication of subjectivity in the sense in which it is one-way knowable .48 

The intuition that consciousness cannot be a physical property might partly be caused by 

a misconception of the subjectivity of conscious experience: the intuition derives from 

taking the subjectivity of consciousness as ontological, and thus in contrast with the 

objectivity of the physical world.  

Instead, I suggest that if we take the subjective character of consciousness as an 

epistemological condition, and the phenomenal contents as objective properties, then 

there is no contrast between the subjective character of consciousness and the physical 

nature of phenomenal properties. The subjective character of consciousness can be 

explained as a result of an epistemological condition. Some entities are such that there is 

something it is like for them to be in that epistemological condition.  

The redness of red, the coldness of ice and the sweetness of sugar are all subjective 

characters of consciousness. They are mind-dependent properties of mental states. They 

can be explained as a result of an epistemological relation between the experiencer and 

other systems. By taking out the subjective character, we are left with physical properties, 
																																																								
48	Some philosophers, by emphasizing the subject relativity of subjectivity, have noted an analogy between 
this kind of subject relativity and a kind that obtains for indexical expressions. You and I can both utter “I 
am here” and thereby express different propositions. Some philosophers have construed indexicality as an 
instance of subjectivity and some others have even gone so far as to argue that subjectivity just is 
indexicality. 
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such as waves of light and structures of molecules, which can be described by physics 

and other sciences. The mysterious problem is how the experiencer relates to the physical 

properties and how the two worlds (mental and physical) causally interact.  

D. Papineau (2002) argues that we are able to think about mental states in two different 

ways regardless of the fact that they have a physical nature: (1) Physically as physical 

states, (2) Phenomenally as phenomenal states, such that there is something it is like to be 

in those states. He claims that the referent is the same in both cases, but the same referent 

is conceptualized in different forms.   

Now the question is why it is the case that if a subject S instantiates a consciousness 

property, which is a physical property, then there is something it is like to be S? One 

could say the reason is that the consciousness property is such that for a subject S to 

instantiate it, is for S to be such that there is something it is like to be S. Note that not all 

subjects or physical systems have the structure and dynamics to instantiate the 

consciousness property.  

6.3.1 Re-evaluating the knowledge argument 
	
Following the previous discussion about the subjectivity of consciousness, let us get back 

to the knowledge argument. Mary knows “everything in completed physics, chemistry, 

and neurophysiology, and all there is to know about the causal and relational facts 

consequent upon all this, including of course functional roles” (Jackson 1986). After 

leaving the room and seeing a ripe tomato, the question is: does Mary learn something 

new? For Jackson: “It seems just obvious that she will learn something about the world 

and our visual experience of it. But then it is inescapable that her previous knowledge 
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was incomplete. But she had all the physical information. Ergo there is more to have than 

that, and Physicalism is false” (Jackson 1982).  

Now let us consider two main ways to defend physicalism from Jackson’s argument:   

1) The first such way is based on claiming that Mary does not actually acquire any 

new knowledge. This is to say in fact that Mary does not learn anything she did 

not know before. For example, some such as Papineau (2002) and Tye (1995) 

take the phenomenal concepts strategy, as discussed in Chapter 2, claiming that 

Mary only acquires a new way of thinking about something that she already 

knew. She acquires a new concept, i.e. a phenomenal concept, which is a new 

mode of presentation of the color red that can only be acquired by experience.  

Mary had all the physical concepts to refer to the color red, but not the 

phenomenal concept prior to actually experiencing the color red. The phenomenal 

concept is the only concept that captures the what-it-is-likeness of being in a 

conscious mental state.  

Tye (2009) characterizes the phenomenal concepts in the following way:  

Phenomenal concepts are supposedly the concepts we exercise when (but 

not only when) we notice or become aware of the phenomenal character of 

our experiences and feelings through introspection. Our experiences have 

phenomenal character whether or not we attend them. But when we notice 

how an experience feels, what it is like, in doing so we are bringing it 

beneath a phenomenal concept. (Tye 2009)  

 

2) The second way to defend physicalism from Jackson’s argument above called the 
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Ability Hypothesis, accepts that Mary does learn something new, but claims that 

this is compatible with physicalism. D. Lewis (1988) claims that the new 

knowledge that Mary acquires is not a factual one. Mary’s new knowledge is not 

propositional, i.e. “knowing that”, but it is “knowing how”. After leaving the 

room and seeing the color red for the first time, Mary gains some abilities that she 

lacked before, such as the ability to imagine, remember and recognize the color 

red. That is to say, she gains the ability of experiencing the color red. However, 

some argue that Lewis abilities are neither necessary nor sufficient for knowing 

what it is like to see red (Conee, 1994)  

Now let us consider an argument, which tries to prove that despite the fact that 

Mary learns something new about the world, physicalism is true. This argument is based 

on explaining what we mean by “complete knowledge” when claiming that Mary has 

complete knowledge. Before leaving the room Mary knew all about the emergence base 

of consciousness, i.e. she knew from which physical properties the color red emerges. 

And she knew what phenomenal content emerges from each state. What she did not know 

is what it is like to see red. In order for Mary to have complete knowledge about a 

conscious mental state, she needs to instantiate that mental state. This theory is based on 

the definition, which claims that consciousness is not something that is merely caused by 

brain activity, but is rather a physical property instantiated in the physical body of the 

corresponding experiencer. Before leaving the room, Mary’s retina have never been in 

causal connection with surface reflectance values for visual system to instantiate the 

phenomenal property of red. There is no redness in the room. She is in different physical 

condition before and after leaving the room. She is connected to different physical 
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emergence bases in those two scenarios.  

Consciousness is a property of the corresponding experiencer’s mental state. The what-it-

is-likeness of being in a mental state is the phenomenal content of that mental state.  So a 

mental state is conscious if and only if it has a phenomenal content.  

According to this idea, Mary has the knowledge of what physical properties in the 

emergence base are, the reference of the scientific terms. But knowledge of the physical 

properties to which the scientific terms refer is different from knowledge of what it is like 

to instantiate these properties. The knowledge of the instantiation of a property is not 

propositional knowledge, and all scientific theories deal only with propositional 

knowledge. Phenomenal contents cannot be captured in propositional terms. So scientific 

theories cannot capture the what-it-is-likeness of being in a conscious mental state.  

Experimental research deals with identifying the emergence base of consciousness and 

with relating the physical properties of the emergence base to the different phenomenal 

contents. In other words, scientific knowledge deals with identifying the neural correlate 

of consciousness, which is the emergent base. However, scientific knowledge cannot 

capture the what-it-is-likeness of being in a given mental state. A subject can know about 

the what-it-is-likeness of being in a given mental state only by instantiating that mental 

state. It is only by having the experience that one can come to know what-it-is-like to 

have that experience. This is compatible with physicalism, since not every natural 

phenomenon can be captured in scientific propositional terms. Scientific theories cannot 

capture nonpropositional nonconceptual knowledge. Scientific theories cannot capture 

the what-it-is-likeness of being in a conscious mental state. And in order for Mary to have 



	 180	

complete knowledge about any conscious mental state she must have instantiated this 

mental state. A new knowledge Mary acquires is not propositional.  

This is how Russell puts it:  

A piece of matter is a logical structure composed of events; the causal laws of the 

events concerned, and the abstract logical properties of their spatio-temporal 

relations, are more or less known, but their intrinsic character is not known. 

Percepts fit into the same causal scheme as physical events, and are not known to 

have any intrinsic character, which physical events cannot have, since we do not 

know of any intrinsic character, which could be incompatible with the logical 

properties that physics assigns to physical events. There is therefore no ground for 

supposing that percepts cannot be physical events, or for supposing that they are 

never compresent with other events. (B. Russell, 1927)  

Russell (1912) makes a distinction between knowledge by description and knowledge by 

acquaintance. So before leaving the room, Mary knew all the knowledge by description 

that there is to know about colors. But she did not have the knowledge of what it is like to 

see red, which can only be acquired by acquaintance. As Tye puts it: “Knowledge by 

acquaintance of an entity is a kind of nonconceptual, non- propositional thing 

knowledge” (Tye 2009). So it is only by experiencing, i.e. instantiating the conscious 

mental state, that Mary can acquire knowledge of the what-it-is-likeness of seeing red. In 

Tye's words:  

When Mary sees something red for the first time, she comes to be acquainted with 

red and thus with the phenomenal character of the experience of red. She does not 
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come to be acquainted with the experience of red. Thus, what she knows when she 

sees something red is not a brain state, even if the experience of red is a brain state. 

(2009) 

So far I have argued that some physical systems, depending on their structure, can 

instantiate a certain physical property, i.e. the consciousness property. This instantiation 

in an experiencer is not something that causes or entails the what-it-is-likeness; rather, for 

a subject S to instantiate the consciousness property is for S to be such that there is 

something it is like to be S. I also argued that scientific and experimental research can 

identify the emergence base of the consciousness property, i.e. the neural correlates of 

consciousness. But these theories are not able to capture the what-it-is-likeness of being 

in a given mental state, as it is only by instantiating mental states that a subject will come 

to know this what-it-is-likeness. However, this is not in contradiction with physicalism, 

as physicalism can make room for the existence of some natural phenomena that are non-

conceptual, as opposed to conceptual scientific knowledge. This results in considering 

subjective experiences as natural phenomena.  

6.3.2 Chalmers’ Zombies Revisited  

Continuing the discussion about subjectivity and the what-it-is-likeness of consciousness, 

let us get back to Chalmers’ zombie argument. As we have seen in previous chapters, 

Chalmers proposes an influential argument against the idea of consciousness as a 

physical property. He tries to prove that consciousness is not logically supervenient on 

the physical. He claims that all the microphysical facts in the world do not entail the facts 

about consciousness. The idea is that a world identical to the actual world in all its 

physical aspects but where there is nothing it is like to be any entity is conceivable. The 
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conceivability of a situation in which the physical facts are the same but the facts about 

experience are different is, as we have seen, presented thus: 

1. In our world, there are conscious experiences. 

2. There is a logically possible world physically identical to ours, in which all the 

positive facts about consciousness in our world do not hold. 

3. Therefore, facts about consciousness are further facts about our world, over and 

above the physical facts.  

4. So materialism is false. (Chalmers D. J., 1996) 

For a physicalist, there is no world that is an exact replica of the actual world W but 

where the consciousness property is missing. For a physicalist, a replica of W exact in 

every aspect will consist of a conscious property as well. The world without 

consciousness is physically different from a world with such a property. So an exact 

physical replica of the actual world cannot be a zombie world for a physicalist.  

However, Chalmers argues that the fact that a zombie world is logically coherent must 

make it an idea acceptable to physicalists. He says that “high-level facts are entailed by 

all the microphysical facts” where this entailment has logical necessity. (Chalmers, 1996) 

My zombie twin is a creature who is molecule for molecule identical to me, and identical 

in all the microphysical facts (all low-level properties). She is also identical to me 

functionally (in functional organization, that is, in the pattern of causal organization 

embodied in the mechanisms responsible for the production of behavior) and 
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psychologically, with the same behavior and reactions. What she lacks are phenomenal 

feels and experiences.  

My zombie twin is physically, functionally, cognitively and psychologically identical to 

me, but lacks phenomenal experience. Now the question is whether the notion of such a 

creature (zombie) is conceptually coherent, that is, whether it is logically possible. 

Chalmers argues that “if no reasonable analysis of the terms in question points toward a 

contradiction, or even makes the existence of a contradiction plausible, then there is a 

natural assumption in favor of logical possibility.” (Chalmers D. J., 1996) 

Although Chalmers admits that conceivability might be an imperfect guide to possibility, 

and admits this is true for a posteriori necessity, according to him, it does not apply to the 

a priori entailment to which we aim to refer by the notion of logical supervenience. 

Consequently, Chalmers argues, a zombie is logically possible and logically conceivable. 

This is the first argument on which Chalmers relies, in order to reject the logical 

supervenience of consciousness on the physical:  

1. If a zombie is logically conceivable (and so logically possible), then phenomenal 

consciousness is not logically supervenient on the physical.  

2. A zombie is logically conceivable (and so logically possible).  

3. Phenomenal consciousness is not logically supervenient on the physical. 

The following paragraph shows how Chalmers constructs the zombie world:  
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In conceiving of a microphysically identical world, we conceive of a world in 

which the location of every last particle through-out space and time is the same. It 

follows that the world will have the same macroscopic structure as ours, and the 

same macroscopic dynamics. (Chalmers D. J.,1996) 

In the beginning of this chapter, I argued against the idea of consciousness being a 

supervenient property. I argued that consciousness is not ontologically derived from 

fundamental items. Supervenience does not produce novel properties, while 

consciousness is a novel property as it has original causal powers, I claimed. So I have 

disagreed with one of Chalmers’ premises, the one which claims that every physical 

property is either a fundamental property or supervenes on fundamental items. I agree 

with his conclusion in the above argument: “Phenomenal consciousness is not logically 

supervenient on the physical”. However, I have argued that this does not prove that 

physicalism is false, as phenomenal consciousness is nomologically, albeit not logically, 

derived from fundamental items.49  

Consciousness emerges from fundamental items with nomological necessity. To put it in 

other words, one could say that consciousness supervenes on fundamental items plus the 

laws of nature. Even if a world W' is identical to W at the fundamental level, for W' to be 

also identical to W at the high-levels requires that the laws of nature applying in W' be 

identical to those applying in W. If W' does not include the same laws of nature, it also 

lacks the high level physical properties that supervene on them, which is tantamount to 

																																																								
49Note that Chalmers' zombie argument requires an entailment from the conceivability of a world to the 
metaphysical possibility of this world, the issue I will not address in this dissertation. 
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saying that the macroscopic structure of W' is different from the macroscopic structure of 

W. So the reason consciousness properties are novel properties with original causal 

powers is that they result from fundamental properties plus the laws of nature.  

Considering consciousness as an emergent property, i.e. a property that emerges from 

fundamental items with nomological necessity, gives rise to the issue of the laws of 

nature:  if W' includes all the laws of nature of W, then W' cannot be a zombie world, as 

there will be consciousness in W' as well. On the other hand, if W' does not include all 

the laws of nature of W, then W' is in fact not physically identical to W. In order for W' 

(the zombie world) to be an exact physical replica of W, it must also include the same 

laws of nature as W, which results in including also the consciousness property, as 

consciousness emerges from fundamental items plus laws of nature. An exact replica of 

all the fundamental items of W plus all the same laws of nature as W, not only includes 

all the items that supervene on fundamental items, but also all the items that emerge on 

these fundamental items (or supervene on the bigger supervenience base which also 

includes the laws of nature). Searle (1997) also makes this point by showing that in order 

to obtain a zombie world it is necessary to change the laws of nature.  

However, if W' excludes the relevant laws of nature that apply in W, then W' is not an 

exact physical replica of W. A world lacking the relevant laws of nature results in a world 

lacking the physical properties that supervene on those laws. Laws of nature, regardless 

of what they are, are physical ingredients of physical reality in addition to the individual 
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fundamental entities.50 So if two worlds are identical in every item except the laws of 

nature, they are simply not identical. 

It could be objected that a world W', identical to W in all aspects except for the fact that it 

lacks the emergent laws of consciousness, will be indistinguishable from W. In a zombie 

world W', every physical entity shows the same behavior as in W, but there is nothing it 

is like to be that entity. However, recall that by considering the consciousness property an 

emergent one, it will be a novel property with original causal powers. Consequently, a 

zombie world W' that lacks the emergent laws of consciousness as well as the 

consciousness property, not only differs from W by lacking the what-it-is-likeness, but 

also differs in every item that is directly or indirectly caused by the consciousness 

property.   

6.4 Phenomenal content and Representational content  
	
According to representationalism, the phenomenal content of mental states is either 

identical (strong representationalism) or closely related (weak representationalism) to the 

representational content of such states. Tye believes that representationalism “aims to tell 

us what phenomenal character is.”  (Tye, 2000) Now the question is: Is the phenomenal 

content identical to a representational content? Put in other words: is it possible to have 

nonrepresentational phenomenal contents?  

																																																								
50	The hypothesis that there are no laws of nature (regardless of what they are), has been proven to be 
problematic, as it results in the idea that all the regularities in the actual world happen by chance. 
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Some argue that phenomenal content is identical to representational content, while others 

consider that the former cannot be reduced to the latter. All versions of 

representationalism claim that phenomenal contents are nothing more than 

representational contents. All representational theories claim to be applicable to 

perceptual consciousness, but it is doubtful whether they extend the theory to non-

perceptual phenomenal contents.  

Some representational theories restrict their theories only to perceptual experiences while 

others take their representational theories to extend to all kinds of phenomenal 

experiences. For example McGinn’s representational theory applies only to perceptual 

states, and he denies that bodily sensations have intentional content. He claims that “what 

fixes content fixes qualia” and by content he means intentional content. Perceptual 

experiences, according to McGinn, have the content of being about something, the 

intentionality or aboutness, while other experiences such as bodily sensations do not have 

the feature of aboutness, they do not represent anything specific in the world as being a 

certain way. (McGinn, 1991) As he notes:  

Bodily sensations do not have an intentional object in the way perceptual 

experiences do. We distinguish between a visual experience and what it is an 

experience of; but we do not make this distinction in respect to pains.  Or again, 

visual experiences represent the world as being a certain way, but pains have no 

such representational content.”  (McGinn, 1997)  

There are other representationalists, such as Dretske, whose representational theory 

applies to perceptual experiences and bodily sensations but do not apply to emotions or 
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moods. (Dretske, 1995) On the other hand there are representationalists, Tye for example, 

who claim that “All states that are phenomenally conscious—all feelings and 

experiences—have intentional content. Moreover the intentional content of any such state 

exhausts its phenomenal character.”  (Tye, 1995) 

 

 

Byrne argues: 

 It is quite unclear how it could be simultaneously shown that the supervenience of 

character on content held in the case of, say, visual experiences but failed in the 

case of, say, itches.  If there were an argument for intentionalism about visual 

experiences, why couldn’t it be adapted to the case of itches?  Conversely, if a 

convincing counterexample to supervenience were produced for itches that would 

raise the suspicion that counterexamples concerning other experiences with 

propositional content (visual experiences, as it might be) are waiting in the wings.  

Failure to find a counterexample would not allay the suspicion. (Byrne, 2001)  

The existence of examples showing that the phenomenal contents of bodily sensations, 

such as pain or itches, fail to reduce to or supervene on intentional contents, will promote 

suspicions that we could find similar examples of this reductive or supervenience failure 

among our perceptual experiences. However such suspicions do not apply to 

representational theories which claim that phenomenal contents other than perceptual 

experiences have no intentional contents, or which deny that bodily sensations, emotions 
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and moods are intentional. Basically these theories need not explain the reductive or 

supervenience failure of bodily sensations or emotions and moods, since they deny the 

existence of any intentional content for these phenomenal experiences in the first place.  

Some representationalists, such as P. Griffiths, claim that perceptual and bodily sensation 

phenomenal contents are of two distinct kinds, since the first are intentional while the 

second are not. But if some phenomenal states are not intentional, we either have to reject 

representationalism or accept that these states have no phenomenal content. An important 

idea that representationalists share is the idea of the transparency of experience. G. 

Harman (1990) is among those who introduced such considerations into the 

contemporary debate about phenomenal content:  

When Eloise sees a tree before her, the colors she experiences are all experienced 

as features of the tree and its surroundings.  None of them are experienced as 

intrinsic features of her experience.  Nor does she experience any features of 

anything as intrinsic features of her experiences.  And that is true of you too.  There 

is nothing special about Eloise’s visual experience.  When you see a tree, you do 

not experience any features as intrinsic features of your experience.  Look at a tree 

and try to turn your attention to intrinsic features of your visual experience.  I 

predict you will find that the only features there to turn your attention to will be 

features of the presented tree….  (Harman, 1990)  

Representationalists argue that their theory offers the best explanation for phenomenal 

content since it explains the experiential transparency of qualia. They believe that we 

cannot introspectively find any intrinsic features of our experience because there are none 
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to find, as the phenomenal content is wholly constituted by the representational and 

intentional content of the experience and there is no intrinsic feature for phenomenal 

content. (Tye, 2000)  

This is how Tye’s argument proceeds:  

(1) Visual experience is transparent and intentional. 

(2) When the intentional content changes, so does the phenomenal content. 

(3) The representationalist hypothesis, which explains (1) and (2), is that the phenomenal 

character of visual experience is wholly constituted by the representational and 

intentional content of the experience. 

(4) Since (1) and (2) generalize to hallucinations and other perceptual experiences, as 

well as to bodily sensations and moods, thus the representationalist hypothesis (3) too 

should be generalized to all phenomenal character of experience. So,  

(5) The phenomenal content of experience is wholly constituted by the representational 

content of the experience.  

Now in order to explore this argument, let us see exactly what representationalists 

indicate by the notion of transparency. According to what has been said, the idea of 

transparency is that we cannot (strong transparency) or it is difficult to (weak 

transparency) attend to our experience except by attending to the objects represented by 

that experience. According to this definition of transparency, the above argument for 

representationalism fails if we understand experiential transparency in terms of weak 
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transparency. If it is possible to attend to our experiences without attending to the objects 

represented by those experiences, then being transparent and intentional are not the only 

features of phenomenal character and our only means for becoming aware of our 

phenomenal experiences. This would mean that there are properties of the experience 

itself, other than just what is represented by the experience in the phenomenal character. 

Thus reducing phenomenal character to transparency, intentional and representational 

character would fail. 

With respect to bodily sensations Tye argues:  

Suppose you have a pain in your toe.  Then your toe is where you feel the painful 

disturbances to be.  Now try to turn your attention away from what you are 

experiencing in your toe to your experience itself apart from that.  Again, inevitably 

what you end up focusing on is simply what is going on in your toe, or rather what 

your experience represents is going on there.  (Tye, 1995)  

Moreover, regarding moods he claims:  

Even in the case of general moods, transparency exists. Suppose you suddenly feel 

elated.  … You feel full of energy, disposed to smile easily, quick to response. You 

sense or experience a whole host of subtle changes in yourself. Now turn your 

attention away from these things that you are feeling to the feeling or experience 

itself apart from them.  Try to focus on that alone. I submit, again, that it is not 

possible. In attending to the feeling, inevitably you find yourself focusing again on 

what you are feeling, on its content … (Tye, 1995)  
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When Tye claims that one is unable to turn one’s attention away from what one is 

experiencing in one’s toe to one’s experience itself, it is not clear to what kind of 

distinction he is actually referring. Even if we accept this distinction, it is no support for 

the idea of transparency or intentionality of experience. For it merely claims that when I 

have a pain in my toe I cannot separate the experience as it is in itself (the experience of 

pain) from the experience as an experience in my toe (the pain in my toe), which results 

in the idea that being a toe-experience is essential to the pain that I am experiencing. The 

relevant question is what it means to claim that bodily sensations, emotions and moods 

are transparent or intentional. About perceptual experiences we can show that they 

represent different objects, but what exactly do bodily sensations, emotions and moods 

represent? In reply, some representationalists such as Tye claim that specific bodily 

sensations involve sensory representations of certain physical changes in certain parts of 

the body and that these changes quickly undulate in their intensity and the immediate 

different reactions that they suscitate. (Tye, 1995) Tye’s critics have noted that this 

representational account of bodily sensations seems inadequate, the mere perception of 

undulating changes in a particular bodily region not capturing the phenomenal content. 

Apart from that reply, the question still remains unanswered: what is it that these ‘sensory 

representations of certain physical changes in certain parts of body’ represent? What is 

their intentional content? These are the questions that representationalists need to answer 

in order to make sense of transparency or intentionality when it comes to phenomenal 

experiences other than perceptual experiences.  

So far I have been arguing that even if we believe that all perceptual experiences are 

transparent and intentional, the worry about nonperceptual transparency and 
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intentionality remains. The main problem is that the model which representationalists 

offer for perceptual experiences is easily adaptable to nonperceptual experiences. And the 

puzzlement increases as we insist that transparency is supposed to be an obviously 

recognizable aspect of our experience, so obvious that “its presence has been alleged to 

present us with a problem about consciousness so perplexing that some philosophers have 

despaired of ever solving.”  (Tye 1995) 

If it is the case that some phenomenal experiences do not have representational or 

intentional character –if in the case of some phenomenal experiences, we can attend to 

the experience itself rather than what the experience represents (it might not represent 

anything at all)—then the phenomenal character need not have representational content. 

The transparency and intentionality with respect to nonperceptual experiences such as 

bodily sensations, emotions and moods are inapplicable rather than being false.  When 

we move away from the perceptual model, transparency and intentionality claims make 

no sense. We typically have a clear sense of the representational and intentional content 

and the idea of aboutness when talking about perceptual experiences, while in the 

nonperceptual experiences we lack such a sense.  

Although it is possible that there are connections between the representational character 

and phenomenal character in perceptual experiences, perhaps even fundamental and 

important ones, this cannot be applied to nonperceptual experiences. This conclusion 

makes representationalism implausible when it comes to nonperceptual experiences. 

Phenomenal content is different from representational content. Phenomenal content is an 

intrinsic physical property, while representational content is an external and relational 
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property. Phenomenal content can have the function of representing, in which case the 

representational content would be non-conceptual. That is to say, the representational 

contents that are identical or supervene on phenomenal contents are nonconceptual. As 

Peacocke (1992) argues, the phenomenal contents of perceptual experience are “fine 

grained”; that is why, he claims, the representational content they convey is 

nonconceptual.  

 

6.5 Reductive Explanation and Physicalism  

Phenomenal qualities have a unique feature of functional unanalyzability, which tells 

them apart from all the other properties of physical systems, which can be explained 

reductively. Since the latter properties allow reductive explanations, we start with what 

reductive explanation in general amounts to. Different authors use the same terms for 

different purposes. Some such as T. Crane use the term ‘reduction’ as a general term, 

which refers to a relation that has both an ontological and an explanatory aspect. (Crane, 

2001) However, for some such as David Chalmers, the term ‘reduction’ denotes only the 

ontological aspect (Chalmers, 1996). Crane claims that this ontological aspect of 

reduction is an identity claim:  

A reduction (in Huw Price’s phrase) ‘identifies the entities of one domain with a 

subclass of entities of another’. Or, to put it another way: we start off with the 

‘target’ entity, X, and find a reason for identifying X with Y. Our reduction tells us 

something we didn’t know about X: that it is Y. Claims of reduction in this sense 

are identity claims [...] Understood ontologically, then, a reduction of A to B 

involves the claim that A = B. (Crane, 2001) 
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Some classic examples of such reduction, such as the reduction of water to H2O, or of 

temperature to mean molecular kinetic energy, indicate an ontological connotation: these 

identities are normally understood as water being identical with H2O or as temperature 

being identical with molecular kinetic energy.  

However, as Crane shows, focusing merely on the ontological claim does not exhaust the 

idea of reduction:  

For identity is a symmetrical relation, but a reduction of A to B is not a reduction of 

B to A. And there are plenty of identity claims, which are not reductions: it would 

be (at best) pointless to say that the discovery that Hesperus is Phosphorus is a 

reduction of Hesperus to Phosphorus. What reduction needs, in addition, is the idea 

that the ‘reduced phenomenon’ is made more comprehensible or intelligible by 

being shown to be identical with the ‘reducing phenomenon’. We understand 

thermodynamical phenomena better when we are shown that they are (so the story 

goes) identical with certain kinds of mechanical activity. And we understand 

mental properties better when we are shown that they are (so the story goes) 

identical with physical properties of the brain. (Crane, 2001)  

As Crane suggests, there are identity claims, such as ‘Hesperus is Phosphorus’, which are 

not cases of reduction, so reduction cannot be a simple identity. Moreover, identifying is 

symmetrical: A is identical with B = B is identical with A, whereas reduction in not: A is 

reducible to B ≠ B is reducible to A. This feature of reduction, which goes beyond a mere 

identity claim, has an explanatory aspect: we will have a better understanding of water 

and of temperature by reducing water to H2O and temperature to molecular kinetic 
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energy. This explanatory aspect is actually the epistemological aspect of reduction over 

and above its ontological aspect: the ontological aspect shows that A and B refer to the 

same object, and thus we learn something about the world; the epistemological 

(explanatory) aspect shows how our knowledge of the reduced phenomenon is explained 

by our knowledge of the reducing phenomenon, and thus we get new information and 

knowledge about the reduced phenomenon. Crane calls the ontological aspect ontological 

reduction and the explanatory aspect explanatory reduction. Scientific reductions, such as 

water to H2O, normally implement both aspects.  

Another case of reduction is one to which only the ontological aspect of reduction 

applies, not the explanatory aspect. This, for example, is the case of the Phenomenal 

Concept Strategy discussed in chapter three: it identifies phenomenal consciousness with 

something physical but denies any explanatory link between the two. The Phenomenal 

Concept Strategy claims that phenomenal concepts and the corresponding physical 

concepts refer to the same entities. However, the proponents of this idea claim that, as the 

phenomenal and physical concepts are irreducible to one another, any kind of explanatory 

link between these two concepts is impossible. 

There are also some reductive physicalists who deny any kind of identity between the 

phenomenal and physical, but nevertheless claim that the phenomenal can be made more 

intelligible on the bases of the physical.  

Other physicalists believe in absolutely no reduction, i.e. neither ontological reduction 

nor explanatory reduction: although the phenomenal is determined by the physical, it is 

not identical with the physical. Moreover, there is no explanatory link between the 
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phenomenal and the physical. So it is not the case that we could understand the 

phenomenal better on the grounds of the physical. This, for example, is the case of weak 

emergence: proponents of weak emergence claim that certain macro-physical 

phenomena, though metaphysically determined by the micro-physical, are unexplainable 

in physical terms.  

The notion of reduction plays an important role in dividing physicalist theories between 

the reductive and the non-reductive. However, in the literature the term ‘reduction’ is 

often restricted to its ontological aspect (e.g. Chalmers, 1996; Papineau, 2002; Kim, 

2005), in which case the versions of physicalism that believe in the possibility of an 

explanatory reduction without an ontological reduction, become versions of non-

reductive physicalism.   

To summarize, it could be said that a reductive explanation advances our understanding 

of higher-level phenomena by accounting for them in terms of lower-level phenomena. A 

reductive explanation accounts for a target phenomenon in terms of a base phenomenon, 

so we get a better grasp of the target phenomenon. Although it is called explanatory 

reduction by Crane (2001), it is most often called reductive explanation in the literature 

(Chalmers, 1996; Block, 1999; Chalmers & Jackson, 2001; Kim, 2005).  

Contrary to causal explanations which are diachronic, reductive explanations are 

synchronic. Reductive explanations rely on a set of lower-level phenomena, which co-

occur with the higher-level phenomenon in need of explanation, and make it more 

understandable, whereas causal explanations make a certain phenomenon more 

understandable by explaining the chain of causes and effects, which result in that 
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particular phenomenon. Reductive explanation, however, does not rely on providing a 

chronological order of a temporal sequence of events.  

In provision of an example of a reductive explanation, I refer to Joseph Levine’s 

explanation of why water boils or freezes as a certain temperature, in his ‘On leaving out 

what it’s like’ (Levine, 1993):  

Molecules of H2O move about at various speeds. Some fast-moving molecules that 

happen to be near the surface of the liquid have sufficient kinetic energy to escape 

the intermolecular attractive forces that keep the liquid intact. These molecules 

enter the atmosphere. That’s evaporation. The precise value of the intermolecular 

attractive forces of H2O molecules determines the vapor pressure of liquid masses 

of H2O, the pressure exerted by molecules attempting to escape into saturated air. 

As the average kinetic energy of the molecules increases, so does the vapor 

pressure. When the vapor pressure reaches the point where it is equal to 

atmospheric pressure, large bubbles form within the liquid and burst forth at the 

liquid’s surface. The water boils. (Levine, 1993) 

This paragraph explains the reason water (a higher level phenomenon) boils by 

explaining the behavior and governing laws of the H2O molecules (a lower level 

phenomenon). This reductive explanation is synchronic as all the molecular processes are 

happening at the same time when water boils. So it seems that once we understand what 

is going on at the lower level, the higher-level phenomenon becomes more intelligible. 

As David Chalmers puts it: “once we have told the lower-level story in enough detail, any 
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sense of fundamental mystery goes away: the phenomena that needed to be explained 

have been explained” (Chalmers, 1996). 

It should be noted that a reductive explanation is eliminative in a sense that there is 

nothing going on in addition to the processes present at the lower level. However, a 

reductive explanation is not eliminative in the sense of eliminating the higher-level 

phenomenon, as is the case in eliminative physicalism. Reductive explanation is a 

synchronic bottom-up process connecting a lower level to a higher level, which results in 

making the higher level more intelligible. The important question that arises here is how 

this reductive explanation is able to connect the phenomena from different levels. What 

enables the creation of an explanatory link between the entities and processes at two 

distinct levels? The following is what Chalmers maintains in reply to this question: 

In general, a reductive explanation of a phenomenon is accompanied by some 

rough-and-ready analysis of the phenomenon in question, whether implicit or 

explicit. [...] Without such an analysis, there would be no explanatory bridge from 

the lower-level physical facts to the phenomenon in question. With such an analysis 

in hand, all we need to do is to show how certain lower-level physical mechanisms 

allow the analysis to be satisfied, and an explanation will result. (Chalmers, 1996)   
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Conclusion 
	
In this chapter, I have argued that if we understand consciousness as an ontologically 

novel property with original causal powers, we have grounds for denying the idea of 

consciousness as a supervenient property. I explained why it is plausible to view 

consciousness as a physical property that emerges from complex physical systems, i.e. 

experiencers. I claimed that consciousness, which is an emergent property, is a property 

of mental states. Mental states have physical nature, i.e. they are either physical states or 

supervene on physical states. I used this idea to respond to some critical objections to 

physicalism, namely to Jackson's knowledge argument and to Chalmers' zombie 

argument, which make much of the issue of subjectivity and the what-it-is-likeness of 

consciousness. All this is an attempt to show that subjectivity does not preclude 

physicalism.  
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Chapter 7  

Conclusion  
 

 
 

The uniqueness of the problem of consciousness is the main reason it has been 

called “the hard problem” (Chalmers, 1996). The subjective character of conscious 

experience, i.e. what it is like, makes it only counterintuitively included in the physical 

world, and for the same reason gives rise to “the epistemic gap”. The existence of the 

epistemic gap is the main focus of several anti-physicalist arguments; their assumption 

being that, as a result of the existence of an epistemic gap, phenomenal facts are not a 

priori entailed by physical facts. However, such dualist arguments do not offer a coherent 

and convincing explanation of consciousness.  

On the other hand, it is genuinely not easy to fit the subjective character of 

phenomenal experience in the physical world, especially with the widely shared prima 

facie intuition that “what can be known only subjectively cannot be physical.” Upon 

rejecting dualism, two general physicalist approaches remain. One of them is 

eliminativism, which claims that there is nothing in the physical world that corresponds 

to the subjective character of phenomenal consciousness, phenomenal properties or 

“qualia”. The other one is a physical realism about phenomenal consciousness, which 

attempts to revise and expand physical reality in a manner than can include subjective 

experience within a natural world frame. 

This dissertation takes the reality of conscious experience for granted, and 

examines two major physicalist theories: the Phenomenal Concept Strategy and Higher 
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Order Theories of consciousness. Proponents of both of these theories, contrary to 

eliminativists, accept the existence of the epistemic and the explanatory gap, but deny the 

inference from them to an ontological gap. They try to explain the epistemic gap in a way 

that is consistent with physicalism. Proponents of the phenomenal concept strategy do so 

by distinguishing between phenomenal concepts and physical concepts, and arguing for 

conceptual dualism, while preserving ontological monism treating phenomenal properties 

as identical to physical properties.   

Proponents of Higher Order theories believe that for a mental state to be 

conscious is for it to be represented by another mental state. They explain consciousness 

by the relation between two levels of mental states, and explain the epistemic gap by 

claiming that phenomenal experience is a relational property. The main challenge for 

HOT theories is to explain why a subject’s mental state S being represented by a higher-

order mental state S', would suffice to account for there being something it is like to be in 

S for that subject.  

To explain the epistemic gap, I emphasized the distinction between the 

phenomenal content of a subject’s consciousness and that subject’s phenomenal 

experience, claiming that the former is an objective property (a phenomenal property), 

while the latter is the subject’s exclusively subjective access to her own phenomenal 

content. This exclusive subjective access to one’s phenomenal content is an 

epistemological relation between a subject and her own phenomenal mental states. This 

results in considering phenomenal content (or a phenomenal property) as an objective 

property and phenomenal experience as subjective one (which is an epistemic condition). 

My main claim here is that, contrary to Searle’s claim, consciousness is ontologically 
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objective and epistemologically subjective. 

I argued that consciousness is an emergent property, as opposed to a supervenient 

property, on the grounds that it is an ontologically novel property, even though I cannot 

prove it. I then used my claim as an assumption to respond to some objections on 

subjectivity and the what-it-is-likeness of consciousness, such as Chalmers’ zombie 

argument and Jackson’s knowledge argument. I argued against Chalmers’ zombie 

argument by emphasizing the idea that, as an emergent property, phenomenal 

consciousness is nomologically, not logically, derived from fundamental items.  

I argued against Jackson’s knowledge argument by emphasizing the idea that 

complete knowledge about a conscious mental state requires an instantiation of that 

mental state in addition to the brain activity involved. Consciousness is a physical 

property instantiated in the physical body of the corresponding experiencer. The what-it-

is-likeness of being in a mental state is the result of instantiating the phenomenal content 

of that mental state. The knowledge of the instantiation of a property is not propositional 

knowledge. It is only by having the experience that one can come to know what-it-is-like 

to have that experience.  

The approach towards the problem of conscious experience that I pursued in this 

dissertation does not claim to have closed the explanatory gap; it provides an explanation 

for the appearance of such a gap. The existence of the epistemic gap is not sufficient for 

the rejection of physicalism. Epistemic gap is an epistemological issue, not an ontological 

one. Epistemic gap, by itself, does not entail an ontological gap. A further step needs to 

be taken to show the existence of an ontological gap, if any, in order to be able to reject 
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physicalism. As Balog puts it “They (anti-physicalists) are mistaken because they 

presuppose that epistemic gaps always indicate ontological gaps. They do not take into 

account the special way in which we think about our phenomenal experiences. Even if 

the world is entirely physical, as a consequence of the unique cognitive profile of 

phenomenal concepts the puzzling epistemic gaps still have to arise. The anti-

physicalist’s mistake is overreaction.”(Balog, 2012) 

This approach has a lot in common with the Phenomenal Concept Strategy (PCS). 

They both agree on the existence of a purely physical world and its compatibility with the 

existence of the epistemic gap. Moreover, they both agree on the idea that in this purely 

physical world phenomenal properties, ontologically speaking, are identical with 

physical/functional properties. They both challenge the anti-physicalist premises and 

principles, mainly the principle regarding the ontological implications of the epistemic 

gap. (See Balog, 2012) The main difference between PCS and this approach is that PCS 

explains the existence of an epistemic gap in a physical world by introducing the notion 

of phenomenal concepts and the nature of these concepts, while this approach explains it 

by focusing on the unique feature of conscious experience, i.e. the notion of subjectivity 

and the experiencer’s exclusive access to its own phenomenal mental states.  

Considering the unique feature of consciousness, i.e. the subjectivity of 

consciousness, as an ontological issue instead of an epistemological one, is the main 

reason for the existence for the explanatory gap. This dissertation suggests an alternative 

approach to subjectivity, namely, considering subjectivity of consciousness as an 

epistemological relation between a subject and her own phenomenal mental states, 

themselves considered as objective properties, which are emergent physical properties.  
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Scientific and experimental research, which is propositional knowledge, can 

identify the emergence base of the consciousness property, i.e. the neural correlates of 

consciousness; it cannot capture the what-it-is-likeness of being in a given mental state. 

Scientific theories cannot capture nonpropositional nonconceptual knowledge. However, 

this does not make subjective experiences any less natural phenomena. Physicalism can 

make room for the existence of some natural phenomena that are non-conceptual, as 

opposed to conceptual scientific knowledge. It is possible to have a metaphysical view of 

the world that includes subjective experiences also as natural phenomena. This is 

compatible with natural empirical science such as contemporary physics and 

neuroscience. If so, what is important in what I take to have accomplished, is that the 

problem of phenomenal consciousness can be introduced into scientific discourse and 

narrow the gap between the philosophy and science of consciousness. It is an approach to 

conscious experience, which by affirming the existence of an explanatory gap, accounts 

for the philosophical features and problems of consciousness, as well as opening the path 

for scientific research in dealing with these features and problems. This approach is 

helpful in connecting cognitive processes to unique features of conscious experience.  

Some of the premises I used to form my arguments in this dissertation, I 

presupposed without making any effort to prove them: premises such as taking a realist 

view towards the existence of phenomenal consciousness. Considering phenomenal 

consciousness as a novel property with original causal powers, I assumed consciousness 

as an emergent property. I did not prove that consciousness is an emergent property. I 

adopted these positions without independent justification.  

Some of the problems I discussed require more detailed development: issues such 
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as the idea that only complex systems give rise to phenomenal consciousness, the issue of 

what the laws of nature are, detailed explanation on non-conceptual content, and the link 

between conceivability and possibility in Chalmers’ argument. Also in chapter three, I 

have left out important arguments against the Phenomenal Concept Strategy.  

There is a very rich literature on the problem of consciousness, and in this 

dissertation I have only referred to the views of those whose work was foundational in 

spurring a vigorous debate. Given the complexity and variety of the arguments in this 

area, I have perforce only developed some aspects of the discussion.   
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