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The main goal of the present study is to answer the following two questions: First, what is 

the exact nature of the explanatory gap? Second, what are the metaphysical implications of the 

gap phenomenon? 

In Chapters 1-4, I aim to reach a deeper understanding of the nature of the explanatory 

gap phenomenon. To this end, I provide a detailed critical examination of a number of 

approaches to the gap that are either suggested by the literature on the topic or inspired by some 

philosophers’ discussion of related themes, and argue that in fact they mischaracterize in various 

ways the difficulty they purport to represent. I also sketch my own construal of the explanatory 

gap. In Chapter 5, I investigate the metaphysical consequences of the gap, and argue that the gap 

phenomenon casts doubt upon both a posteriori physicalism and neutral monism, lending a 

significant degree of plausibility to the view that the phenomenal is ontologically fundamental. 
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CHAPTER 1 
PRELIMINARIES 

In Chapter 1, I draw a distinction between an explanatory gap brought on by consciousness 

and a gap intuition that consciousness elicits, and whose various manifestations I lay out. I 

subsequently formulate a number of preliminary adequacy criteria that a construal of the 

explanatory gap should meet, and provide some background on certain views about the 

semantics of linguistic expressions and about conceptual content (labeled ‘ascriptivism’ and 

‘non-ascriptivism’) which are highly relevant both to the project of elucidating the nature of the 

explanatory gap and to that of clarifying the metaphysical significance of the gap phenomenon. I 

end by providing an overview of the project.  

The Explanatory Gap vs. the Gap Intuition in its Various Guises 

 It is useful to distinguish between something we might call ‘the gap intuition’ and the 

explanatory gap itself. To get a grip on what I mean by ‘the gap intuition,’ let us consider the 

kind of puzzlement that a claim like ‘pain is the same thing as the firing of C-fibers’ tends to 

elicit. (I am employing here the phenomenal concept of pain. Arguably, our ordinary concept of 

pain involves in addition to the purely phenomenal constituent a further functional component 

which, for the purposes of this discussion, should be set aside.) We do not quite seem to 

understand how that could be true. We have the sense that this is not just a matter of lack of 

factual information, as we would expect a claim like ‘pain is C-fiber firing’ to remain equally 

puzzling no matter how much we found out about our physical constitution. We might even be 

tempted to go so far as to suggests that ‘pain is the firing of C-fibers’ sounds like a category 

mistake.  

 More generally, we seem to have trouble making sense of the suggestion that the 

phenomenal is nothing over and above the physical. To appeal to a useful metaphor, if 
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physicalism about the phenomenal is true, when God brought about all the physical facts and 

laws, he thereby brought about the phenomenal as well; he did not have to do any extra work to 

ensure that the phenomenal was in place—the phenomenal just came for free. But this claim 

sounds puzzling. How could the phenomenal have just come for free, especially since it does not 

seem to be conceptually necessitated by the physical? 

 Another way of expressing what is at bottom the same kind of puzzlement would be: 

How could there be pain in a wholly physical world? The intuition this question expresses is that 

if we assumed that everything was physical, we would be unable to explain that there were such 

things as pains, tickles, color sensations, etc. 

 ‘The gap intuition’ is a label I would like to use for what appears to be a cluster of closely 

connected puzzlements. The following four families of questions are manifestations of the gap 

intuition in its various guises1:  

 1. Questioning the intelligibility of identifying phenomenal states with physical states. 
     How could pain be the firing of C-fibers? 
     How could ‘pain’ and ‘the firing of C-fibers’ pick out the same thing? 
  

2. Questioning the intelligibility of the phenomenal being metaphysically supervenient on the 
 physical. 
 How could the phenomenal fail to be something over and above the physical?   
 How could the phenomenal be necessitated by the physical in a sense stronger than nomic,  
 given that it is not conceptually necessitated by it? 

  
3. Questioning the possibility of accounting for the existence of phenomenal states in purely  
    physical terms. 

     How could we make sense of the existence of pain in a wholly physical world? 
  

4. Questioning the intelligibility of physicalism in general. 
     How could physicalism be true? 
  

                                                 
1 Subsequent discussion (see especially Chapter 3) will in fact reveal that it is preferable to characterize the gap 
intuition in a slightly more general fashion, as it consists in a family of puzzlements that arise independently of 
whether the fundamental terms of physics, chemistry, biology really turn out to refer to physical properties.  
Something similar holds for the explanatory gap.  
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It is not only newcomers to the philosophy of mind who find the gap intuition quite powerful. 

Physicalists themselves, when not blinded by their philosophical allegiances, do admit that they 

incur an obligation to explain how this feeling arises compatibly with their ontological position.    

 Interestingly, philosophers typically come to uphold physicalism for rather indirect 

reasons. If one finds irresistible both the thesis that the physical is causally closed and the view 

that the mental is causally efficacious, the conclusion that physicalism is true looks compelling. 

There is indeed the rather vexing feeling that it is unclear how it could be true, but the 

assumption is that, since it must be true, one should just summon all one’s ingenuity in an 

attempt to show that the nagging feeling can be explained away. To briefly anticipate the 

conclusion of the present inquiry, this ingenuity will prove worthy of a better cause. 

 When philosophers claim that the phenomenal generates an explanatory gap (or that there 

is an explanatory gap between the phenomenal and the physical), what they often mean is that 

the phenomenal is not susceptible of a sort of explanation in physical terms which one would 

expect it to be amenable to if it were physical, and which seems to be available for 

uncontroversially physical phenomena. While this use of the phrase ‘explanatory gap’ may not 

be unanimous, it is the one I would like to focus on. Accordingly, the existence of an explanatory 

gap in this sense counts as at least prima facie evidence against physicalism.   

 I think an important connection holds between the explanatory gap and the gap intuition. 

It is natural and, I think, legitimate to regard the gap intuition as grounded in certain special 

features of phenomenal concepts that are also responsible for the principled unavailability of an 

explanation of the phenomenal in physical terms of the appropriate sort. Indeed, in different 

contexts philosophers focus in their characterization of the explanatory gap on different things as 

the explananda that the physicalist appears to have trouble accounting for. Those can be identity 

12 



 

statements2 (e.g., ‘pain is the firing of C-fibers’), necessity statements (e.g., ‘It is metaphysically 

necessary that, if such and such physical facts are in place, such and such a phenomenal fact 

obtains’), and statements to the effect that particulars instantiate such and such phenomenal 

properties (e.g., ‘S is in pain at t’). This list perfectly matches that of claims susceptible to elicit 

some form or other of the gap intuition.  

 We cannot help but wonder how there could be pain in a wholly physical world. If ‘pain’ 

picks out a physical property, it seems as though it cannot be a basic physical property, for to 

maintain the contrary would sound like trying to secure the truth of physicalism by arbitrarily 

redefining the predicate ‘physical.’ Consequently, an explanation of pain in terms of more basic 

physical properties must be available, namely, we would expect an explanation akin in form to 

the explanation that properties picked out by terms like ‘water’ or ‘temperature’ are amenable to. 

The difficulty for physicalism is that such an explanation seems unavailable in principle.  

 Similarly, psychophysical identity statements generate a sense of puzzlement that 

ordinary theoretical identifications like ‘water is H2O’ do not. It is quite tempting to take this 

difference in intuitive reactions—as philosophers who write on this topic often do—as signaling 

something about phenomenal concepts that is bound up with an important difference in how the 

two kinds of identification are justified.   

 The view that the explanatory gap is closely bound up with a type of puzzlement that 

certain claims about phenomenal states tend to elicit is suggested by the rather unsystematic 

reflections on the explanatory gap due to Levine, who also coined the term ‘explanatory gap.’ 

What Levine focuses mostly on as a source of puzzlement are psychophysical identity 

                                                 
2 It’s quite common in discussions of the mind-body problem for statements like ‘water is H2O’ or ‘pain is the firing 
of C-fibers’ to be called ‘identity statements.’ I will go along with this terminology, as correcting the underlying 
semantic analysis of such statements is unlikely to influence the discussion in any crucial way.  
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statements, called by him ‘gappy identities,’ which he further spells out as “identity claim[s] that 

admit of an intelligible request for explanation.”3 While his characterization of the sense in 

which psychophysical identities are “gappy” seems incorrect (any informative identity statement 

admits of an intelligible request for explanation), the type of puzzlement he draws attention to is 

worth investigating in some detail.  

Some Preliminary Desiderata on an Account of the Explanatory Gap  

 Giving an account of the explanatory gap involves answering the following questions:  

1. If the phenomenal were physical, what type of explanation of the phenomenal in 
    physical terms should be available, exactly?  
 
2. What are the features of phenomenal concepts that make it impossible to give an 
    explanation of the phenomenal of the specified kind?  
 

 It is natural to expect that we will get an answer to the first question by examining the 

unproblematic cases of each of the three kinds of statements (i.e., identity statements, necessity 

statements and statements about particulars) and offering a story about how their truth is 

explained, since if the phenomenal were physical, it should presumably be susceptible of the 

same kind of explanation as ordinary macrophysical phenomena like water or temperature. In 

fact, to anticipate a later result, the discovery that the phenomenal is conceptually constitutive of 

macrophysical phenomena such as water or temperature will motivate reconsidering the 

intuitively appealing thesis that the explanatory gap brought about the phenomenal simply 

consists in the lack of an explanation of the phenomenal in physical terms of the sort that is 

available for water.  

                                                 
3 (Levine, 2001, p. 84). 
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 Another important question that has to be answered concerns the exact nature of the 

relationship between the explanatory gap and what I called “the gap intuition,” both of which we 

would expect to be grounded in features of phenomenal concepts. 

    From a metaphysical perspective, the crucial question (which is addressed in Chapter 5) 

is whether the special features of phenomenal concepts that are responsible for the explanatory 

gap and the gap intuition warrant the conclusion that phenomenal properties are not physical, and 

perhaps, more generally, that they are ontologically fundamental.   

 There are physicalists who do not regard the gap intuition as bound up with an 

explanatory asymmetry, because they in effect deny that the mental generates any explanatory 

gap. I do not have in mind here philosophers committed to type A physicalism (i.e., the view that 

the mental supervenes on the physical logically), but rather certain espousers of type B 

physicalism (i.e., the tenet that the mental does not logically supervene on the physical, but 

counts as material nonetheless because it is metaphysically necessitated by the physical), such as 

Papineau, and Block and Stalnaker.4 Such philosophers have a threefold obligation to discharge: 

first, they must provide a convincing account of how familiar theoretical identifications are 

justified; second, they must show that this account fits psychophysical identities too; third, they 

must supply a convincing explanation of the gap intuition. This position is examined and 

assessed in Chapter 5. As for type A physicalism, I will work under the assumption that it is 

false. The task of proving type A physicalism wrong lies outside the scope of this dissertation 

project.   

                                                 
4 I borrow the terms ‘type A physicalism’ and ‘type B physicalism’ from (Chalmers, 1996).   
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Ascriptivism vs. Non-Ascriptivism  

 An important distinction that informs both debates over the nature of the gap and 

physicalist responses to the explanatory gap problem is that between ascriptivism and non-

ascriptivism. The two labels were introduced in Levine (2001), and the way he characterizes 

these views suggests that they are views that are supposed to apply to both linguistic expressions 

and concepts. The contrast between them regards what is deemed to fix the extension of a use of 

a predicate in a language, and, correspondingly, the extension of a concept. Linguistic 

ascriptivism entails that what is responsible for fixing the extension of a term as used in a certain 

context is a mode of presentation awareness of which is guaranteed by semantic competence. 

The mode of presentation is thus supposed to be the same across the entire community of 

competent speakers. The corresponding story about concepts is that what determines the 

extension of a concept is a mode of presentation that is cognitively accessible to the subject 

merely in virtue of the subject grasping the concept in question.  

 Linguistic non-ascriptivism is the view that what determines the extension of expressions 

in the language is not a mode of presentation awareness of which is guaranteed by semantic 

competence, but rather a mode of presentation that, as Levine puts it, “works behind the scenes,” 

i.e., one that is merely a matter of certain external (typically causal) relations holding between 

the use of the term and certain kinds of things in the world. Non-ascriptivism about conceptual 

content is the corresponding view that what fixes the extension of a concept is not a mode of 

presentation knowledge of which is afforded simply by grasping the concept, but is rather just a 

matter of certain brute causal relations obtaining.  

 One could think of non-ascriptivism as coming in two strengths: The radical variety 

entails that grasp of a concept/semantic competence in the use of a term does not afford any a 

priori knowledge whatsoever about its extension. The moderate variety does allow that grasping 
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a concept/semantic competence may furnish a certain amount of such a priori knowledge, but it 

entails that the content that may be built into a concept/the descriptive content that may be part 

and parcel of the meaning of a certain term is insufficient to fix the extension of the 

term/concept.  

 Another important dimension of variation has to do with the category of terms/concepts 

that are claimed to be non-ascriptive in one of the two senses delineated above. Some 

philosophers endorse non-ascriptivism about macrophysical terms/concepts, others suggest it 

applies only to phenomenal terms/concepts, and yet others uphold non-ascriptivism about both 

physical and phenomenal terms/concepts.  

 I think the debates over the mind-body problem often suffer from a failure to distinguish 

between linguistic ascriptivism/non-ascriptivism and ascriptivism/non-ascriptivism as theories of 

conceptual content, which are erroneously presented as a package deal. Drawing such a 

distinction will prove important for a couple of reasons. First, since non-ascriptivism is often 

invoked by physicalists concerned to show that the explanatory gap poses no insurmountable 

difficulties for their metaphysical position, it will be useful to clarify which brand of non-

ascriptivism the physicalist would have to embrace if she is to properly engage the explanatory 

gap argument advanced against physicalism (namely, conceptual, rather than linguistic). Second, 

bearing in mind the distinction between linguistic and conceptual non-ascriptivism will enable 

one to see that some arguments typically assumed to support the brand of non-ascriptivism 

needed to resist the explanatory gap argument (i.e., conceptual) in fact only warrant a version of 

linguistic non-ascriptivism.  

Overview of the Project 

Construals of the explanatory gap can be classified into two categories—derivability and 

explanatory power construals—using as a criterion the underlying conception of how the truth of 
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ordinary theoretical identifications (e.g., ‘water is H2O’), in particular, gets explained, under the 

assumption that the relevant macroscopic concepts (e.g., water) have no phenomenal 

constituents. 

 According to derivability construals of the gap, ordinary theoretical identifications are 

justified by virtue of being derivable from a set of basic truths that do not involve identities (at 

least if we assume that the phenomenal is not conceptually constitutive of the reduced 

phenomenon.) According to the form of this approach to the gap that I will focus on in Chapter 

2, identity statements that the phenomenal is not conceptually constitutive of are justified 

because they are entailed by a full description of the microphysical, while, by contrast, the 

phenomenal generates an explanatory gap because psychophysical identity statements are not so 

entailed. Chalmers can be interpreted as maintaining a view of the gap of this sort.   

 The family of explanatory power construals of the explanatory gap have in common the 

tenet that ordinary theoretical identifications are justified by their explanatory potential—where 

that gets cashed out in a special way—while a justification of this sort is unavailable for 

psychophysical identity statements. According to this type of construal, the justification of 

statements like ‘water is H2O’ or ‘temperature is mean kinetic energy’ does not consist in their 

derivability from the microphysical, for they are not so derivable even if we idealize away from 

the fact that macrophysical concepts may have phenomenal components, but rather in their 

enabling the explanation of the macrophysical properties of phenomena like water, temperature, 

etc. The explanatory potential of such theoretical identifications is manifested in a priori 

conditionals from a full description of the microphysical plus the theoretical identifications in 

question to statements about the macrophysical properties of water, temperature, etc.  
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 Chapter 2 of the present study is devoted to reconstructing Chalmers’s view of the 

explanatory gap and to clarifying how he understands the metaphysical significance of the gap 

phenomenon. In Chapter 3, I first investigate the concept of the physical by reference to which 

the explanatory gap should be articulated, and I offer an account of this notion, which I compare 

with the major proposals in the literature on demarcating the physical and show to be superior. In 

the course of elucidating the notion of the physical relevant to the gap problem, I also show that 

Chalmers’s construal of the gap relies on a certain assumption about the physical which is, if 

true, only contingently so, and as a result unhappily entangles questions about the nature and 

metaphysical import of the gap with the separate issue of whether in the actual world there are 

any emergent physical properties. The second aim of Chapter 3 is to provide a generalized 

derivability construal of the gap, which dissociates the phenomenon from such problematic 

assumptions and characterizes it in more fundamental terms. The third objective of the chapter is 

to examine the relationship between the explanatory gap and the gap intuition and to offer an 

explanation of the latter.   

 In Chapter 4, I present and assess two construals of the gap that belong to the explanatory 

power family and which are inspired by two different stages in Levine’s reflections on the gap 

problem. I distinguish between an early “no-causal-role-concept account” of the gap (NCC), and 

a more recent “thick-concept account” (TC). While both Chalmers’ derivability account of the 

gap and the Levine inspired NCC rest on ascriptivism about both phenomenal and non-

phenomenal concepts, TC relies on non-ascriptivism about macrophysical concepts.  

A central objection I level against NCC is that, even if we grant the (highly 

objectionable) underlying conception of scientific reduction (more specifically, the view of the 

justification of theoretical identifications that NCC presupposes), NCC is a highly unstable 
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position on the nature of the gap. TC, in turn, rests on non-ascriptivism about the content of 

macrophysical concepts, and my main objection against TC is that commitment to conceptual 

non-ascriptivism is, as I argue, deeply problematic.  

In Chapter 5, I generalize Chalmers’s formulation of the argument from the explanatory 

gap to the falsity of physicalism in light of my own derivability construal of the explanatory gap 

(presented and defended in Chapter 3). I subsequently offer a critical examination of some 

central physicalist responses to the gap argument.  The strategies adopted by physicalists are of 

two sorts. Some reject the picture of scientific reduction presupposed by the explanatory gap 

argument, and maintain that identity statements which the phenomenal is not conceptually 

constitutive of, on the one hand, and psychophysical identity statements, on the other, are in fact 

epistemically on a par. I argue that this strategy misconstrues scientific reduction and fails to 

explain the gap intuition. The second approach consists in granting the existence of an 

explanatory asymmetry between the two sorts of theoretical identifications, and claiming that the 

asymmetry can be accounted for in terms of special features of phenomenal concepts which 

physicalism is able to accommodate. Most versions of what is labeled in the literature “the 

phenomenal concepts strategy” belong here. I critically discuss major versions of this approach 

defended by S. Sturgeon, C. Hill, B. McLaughlin and B. Loar. I conclude Chapter 5 with a 

general argument to show that the explanatory gap problem strongly suggests that both a 

posteriori physicalism and neutral monism are deeply inadequate views about the nature of 

consciousness, and that we should think of the phenomenal instead as ontologically fundamental. 
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CHAPTER 2 
A DERIVABILITY CONSTRUAL OF THE EXPLANATORY GAP (D. CHALMERS) 

The main goal of the present chapter is two-fold: on the one hand, to offer a 

reconstruction of Chalmers’s construal of the explanatory gap,1 and, on the other hand, to spell 

out the argument he puts forth from the existence of the gap to the falsity of physicalism. In the 

first section, I present a simple view of the gap that a cursory look at Chalmers’s texts might 

encourage the reader to attribute him. In the second section, I explain how the simple view needs 

to be refined if it is to reflect Chalmers’s actual commitments, and I also clarify how his 

argument goes which is intended to bring out the metaphysical significance of the explanatory 

gap.       

A Simple Picture of the Explanatory Gap 

One might be inclined to think that Chalmers subscribes to the following view of the 

explanatory gap and its metaphysical implications: Reductive explanation requires a priori 

deducibility. A reductive explanation of the macrophysical is possible because the macrophysical 

is a priori deducible from a full description of the microphysical couched in the vocabulary of a 

completed microphysics (P).  

In fact, to be precise, the derivation base should be represented as consisting in the 

conjunction of P and an indexical as well as a totality claim—I and T, respectively. The former 

claim specifies the thinker/speaker and the present time and is introduced to allow the derivation 

of context sensitive statements. The latter is a claim to the effect that the world is a minimal 

world that satisfies both P and I, and the motivation for it is to ensure that the account of 

reductive explanation in terms of entailment by the microphysical is not falsified by negative 

 
1 My reconstruction is based on Chalmers’s remarks about the gap, as well as about closely related phenomena, such 
as the knowledge and the zombie arguments, from (Chalmers, 1996), (Chalmers, 2001), (Chalmers, 2002), 
(Chalmers, 2005), (Chalmers, 2007) and (Chalmers, 2009).  



 

existential statements or universally quantified statements. For simplicity, I will omit in the 

following discussion T and I, but it should be kept in mind that full accuracy requires taking 

them into account.  

The phenomenal is not a priori deducible from P, and hence no reductive explanation of it 

in terms of the microphysical is possible. What cannot be reductively explained in microphysical 

terms in this fashion is not physical. Consequently, phenomenal properties are not physical 

properties.  

Thus, one might suggest, we have an explanation of why theoretical identifications like 

‘water is H2O’ are not puzzling in the way that ‘pain is the firing of C-fibers’ is: ‘water is H2O’ is 

deducible from P, while ‘pain is the firing of C-fibers’ clearly is not the sort of thing that could 

be entailed by P.  

A closer look at Chalmers’ papers reveals that what he is up to is slightly different, as we 

will see in the next section. The problem with the view of the gap under scrutiny is that it is 

doubtful that the ordinary, completely unproblematic, theoretical identifications that are 

contrasted with psychophysical ones are really deducible from P, because many natural kind 

concepts involve a phenomenal component. If psychophysical identity statements are not 

deducible from P, then the same holds, for example, for ‘heat is molecular motion,’ or even 

‘water is H2O,’ as the concepts of heat and water clearly have phenomenal constituents. Indeed, 

in “Conceptual Analysis and Reductive Explanation” Chalmers is prepared to extend such 

considerations to “many or most macroscopic concepts” (Chalmers, 2001, p. 18).  

A Complication: Making Sense of Reductive Explanation “Modulo Phenomenology” 

Chalmers does uphold the view that reductive explanation requires entailment. 

Accordingly, to accommodate the lack of entailment from P to macrophysical truths like ‘heat is 

the motion of molecules’ (under the assumption that the phenomenal is not a priori derivable 
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from P), he qualifies the claim that a full-blown reductive explanation of macrophysical 

phenomena is available: he states that, if the phenomenal is not a priori deducible from P, then  

macroscopic truths are reductively explainable “modulo phenomenology”—that is that we 
can reductively explain those aspects of them for which the phenomenal plays no 
conceptually constitutive role. This would fit nicely with the view (…) that the actual 
reductive explanation of phenomena such as color and heat has proceeded by explaining 
their objective aspects while leaving their subjective aspects untouched. (Chalmers, 2001, 
p. 3)  

Admitting that there is a breach of this sort in the justification of statements like ‘heat is 

molecular motion’ raises a number of important questions. First, how should we think of the 

explanatory gap the phenomenal generates, exactly? If what it ultimately comes down to is a lack 

of derivability from P, then the gap brought about by consciousness extends to all phenomena 

that consciousness is conceptually constitutive of. Second, what is the form of the argument from 

an explanatory gap to an ontological gap? It is plain that the argument cannot simply go like this: 

Reductive explanation requires a priori derivability, and hence any truth that is not derivable 

from P picks out a non-physical fact; in particular, the phenomenal is not a priori derivable from 

P, therefore, the phenomenal is not physical. After all, that heat is molecular motion is not a 

priori derivable from P either, and yet we do not conclude that heat is a non-physical 

phenomenon.  

Before addressing these questions, it will be helpful to get clear on what it is for ordinary 

macrophysical phenomena like temperature to be reductively explainable only “modulo 

phenomenology.” In what follows, I will provide a model for how to think of this.  

If N is a term that picks out a phenomenon we are trying to give a reductive explanation 

of, then a reduction is available only if there is a definite description, the M, in an ideal 

language L that contains terms for all the basic concepts we possess, such that N is the M is 
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knowable to be true a priori.2 The trouble is that among the terms in the description the M, we 

might encounter terms that express phenomenal concepts. One might propose then that the claim 

that the phenomenon N picks out can be reductively explained “modulo phenomenology” 

comes down to the claim that If P, then the R is the U is knowable a priori, where the R is a 

definite description obtained from the M by removing all the clauses that contain terms which 

express phenomenal concepts, while the U is a term from the vocabulary of physics, chemistry, 

etc. that reveals what the reducing phenomenon is.  

A problem this proposal faces is that in some cases it is not clear that, after the removal 

of the components that the phenomenal is conceptually constitutive of, enough remains to really 

fix a referent. Perhaps the phenomenal does not play a crucial role as far as concepts like water 

are concerned, but for concepts like heat or, better yet, red (understood as applied to external 

objects), if one brackets, as suggested, the phenomenal component, it is not quite clear what is 

left. And even if what is left does impose in many cases substantive constraints on what could 

count as the phenomenon picked out by the term, it seems possible for there to be instances in 

which more than one physical phenomenon plays the causal role obtained by purging the M of 

phenomenal elements. In that case, If P, then the R is the U comes out false.   

In the face of such objections, one could modify the foregoing account of reduction 

modulo phenomenology as follows:  a reductive explanation modulo phenomenology is available 

for a phenomenon N just in case, for every predicate S in L which is such that If there is a 

unique M, the M is S is a priori, and such that no phenomenal concept is constitutive of the 

                                                 
2 This presupposes that N behaves as a referring term; for the sake of simplicity, I will not attempt here to modify 
the story so as to avoid this questionable commitment, but I trust such a modification is possible and wouldn’t affect 
the following argument. 
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concept expressed by it, it is derivable from P that S is satisfied precisely by the objects that 

satisfy it.  

While the modified account correctly predicts that reduction may still be possible even if  

more that one thing satisfies R , the requirement on reduction it lays down is trivially satisfied if 

nothing remains after removing from the M all the clauses that contain phenomenal terms (as 

might be the case for ‘red’ understood as a predicate of external things). That is an awkward 

result.  

The problem with the modified account is that it provides an incomplete picture of 

reductive explanation modulo phenomenology. It is correct that there is a reductive explanation 

modulo phenomenology of a microphysical phenomenon such as water only if P implies, for 

every feature included in the concept of water and which the phenomenal is not conceptually 

constitutive of, that feature is instantiated precisely when and where it is instantiated. That is not 

the whole story, however. If the causal role expressed by the term which picks out the 

explanandum property specifies relationships to phenomenal features, then reductive explanation 

modulo phenomenology succeeds only if, in addition, all the instantiations of the explanandum 

property (as expressed by the term in question) are derivable from P conjoined with a set of 

psychophysical correlations that capture the causal relationships (if any) between those 

phenomenal features and the reducing property.  For the purposes of reduction modulo 

phenomenology, we just take these causal relationships for granted, and set aside the question 

whether they are derivative or basic, as that hinges on whether consciousness itself is amenable 

to reduction or not.  

It is this further deducibility requirement that helps account for the possibility of 

reductive explanation modulo phenomenology for properties that the phenomenal is conceptually 
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constitutive of to the degree that removing all phenomenal concepts leaves either no descriptive 

material or one that is multiply satisfied.  

 What is then the exact sense in which the phenomenal generates an explanatory gap on 

Chalmers’s view?    

Chalmers maintains that PQTI3 entails any macroscopic truth, and that there are two 

possibilities: either PTI alone implies any macroscopic truth, in which case PTI must also imply 

Q, or PTI alone does not imply all macroscopic truths, in which case  

all failures of PTI to imply a relevant [macroscopic truth] M will be associated with the 
failure of PTI to imply Q, in the sense that adding Q will close any epistemic gaps. Putting 
these cases together, the thesis concerning PQTI [to the effect that PQTI implies any 
macroscopic truth M] entails the crucial claim that if phenomenal truths are not implied by 
PTI, then there is a special epistemic gap in the phenomenal case. (Chalmers, 2001, p. 3)  

Here is how that relates to the notion of reductive explanation: 

If we combine these alternatives with the thesis that reductive explanation goes along with 
a priori entailment, then the first alternative above leads to the view that all the relevant 
macroscopic truths, including phenomenal truths are reductively explainable. The second 
alternative leads to the view that phenomenal truths aren’t reductively explainable, and that 
other macroscopic truths are only reductively explainable “modulo phenomenology”—that 
is, that we can reductively explain those aspects of them for which the phenomenal plays 
no conceptually constitutive role. (Chalmers, 2001, p. 3)  

Of course, Chalmers contends that it is the latter alternative that obtains. 

Consequently, the underlying picture of the explanatory gap seems to be the following. 

Full blown reductive explanation does require derivability from the microphysical. The reductive 

explanation modulo phenomenology of macroscopic phenomena like water or temperature 

amounts to reductive explanation proper only if the phenomenal itself is reductively explainable, 

i.e., deducible from the microphysical. However, the phenomenal is not so deducible. Here is 

how Chalmers appears to think of the explanatory gap in relation to the three kinds of statements 

                                                 
3 Q is a full description of the phenomenal, while, as explained above, T is a totality claim, and I provides indexical 
information about the speaker and the present time.  
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I mentioned in Chapter 1 (i.e., statements about particulars, identity statements and necessity 

statements): 

Regarding true statements about when and where macrophysical properties are 

instantiated, if the concepts employed to pick out those properties have no phenomenal 

constituents, then such statements are simply derivable from P, and the macrophysical 

phenomena at issue are reductively explainable simpliciter. One manifestation of the explanatory 

gap generated by the phenomenal is that a true statement like ‘S is in pain at t’ is not derivable 

from P. As a result, macrophysical phenomena picked out via concepts that have phenomenal 

components are only reductively explainable modulo phenomenology in the sense delineated 

above, and so the explanatory gap that the phenomenal gives rise to extends in fact to an 

impressive number of macrophysical phenomena.  

Theoretical macro-micro identifications expressed using terms such that the concepts 

associated with them have no phenomenal components, if true, are derivable from P, if true. 

Another manifestation of the explanatory gap, this time with regard to psychophysical identity 

statements, is that, by contrast, no such statements are entailed by P. This has important 

consequences for theoretical identifications involving macrophysical phenomena that are 

reductively explainable only modulo phenomenology, as those are derivable only from a full 

description of the microphysical augmented with the assumption that a number of relevant 

psychophysical causal connections are in place.   

Something similar holds for metaphysical necessity statements. If the phenomenal is not 

constitutive of the thoughts such statements express, then they are derivable from P.4 However, 

since the phenomenal is not entailed by the microphysical, in the case of metaphysical necessity 

                                                 
4 It’s important that P includes all the microphysical laws.  
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statements about macrophysical phenomena that the phenomenal is conceptually constitutive of 

(e.g., ‘Necessarily, water contains hydrogen’), to get entailment, the full description of the 

microphysical would have to be supplemented with certain statements expressing psycho-

physical causal relations.  

Consequently, according to Chalmers, the explanatory gap is tantamount to lack of 

derivability from the microphysical. Since phenomenal concepts turn out to be constitutive of 

many ordinary macroscopic concepts (e.g., water, temperature, etc.), the explanatory gap extends 

to such phenomena as well. This has a couple of interesting implications: First, thinking of the 

explanatory gap as the unavailability for the phenomenal of a type of explanation that 

macrophysical phenomena like water are amenable to is strictly speaking mistaken, for it rests on 

a certain amount of idealization, to the extent that it presupposes that concepts like water lack 

phenomenal constituents. Second, the connection between the explanatory gap and the gap 

intuition turns out to be less straightforward than one might have expected. While the 

phenomenal generates a gap intuition, nothing like that arises for water, temperature, etc., despite 

the fact that these cases are likewise characterized by a failure of derivability from the 

microphysical.   

 Chalmers argues that from the existence of the explanatory gap the falsity of physicalism 

follows. There are two versions of his argument from an explanatory gap to a metaphysical 

gap—one that does not rely on his two-dimensional framework and one that does.   

 In light of the discovery that truths about water are not deducible from P either, it is important to 

emphasize how the version of the argument from lack of derivability from P to the falsity of 

physicalism which resorts to two-dimensional semantics goes. While the two-dimensional 

framework is explained in more detail in Chapter 5, a brief characterization of it will suffice for 
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our purposes here. In Chalmers’s two-dimensional framework, every expression-token/concept is 

assigned two intensions. Its primary intension is a function from centered logically possible 

worlds considered as actual to extensions, while its secondary intension is a function from 

logically possible worlds considered as counterfactual to extensions. A centered world is an 

ordered pair of a world and a center in that world, whereas a center is an ordered pair of a subject 

and a time.  

Let us turn now to the version of the argument from lack of derivability from P to the 

denial of physicalism which makes use of the two-dimensional framework: If S is a truth that is 

not deducible from P, then it follows that physicalism is false, though not necessarily in virtue of 

the secondary intension of S, but rather because there must be some term in S such that either the 

property determined by its secondary intension, or that determined by its primary intension, or 

perhaps some property that actually realizes one of those is not a physical property, while it is by 

hypothesis instantiated in the actual world.  

Chalmers also advances a version of the argument from the gap to the falsity of 

physicalism which does not rely on the two-dimensional framework. I will seek to clarify how 

that version of the argument unfolds. 

Chalmers argues that physicalism that postulates psychophysical identities is implausible 

because psychophysical identities would be “epistemically primitive,” in the sense that they 

would not be derivable from “underlying truths that don’t involve identities (Chalmers, 2001, p. 

19). That would make them have a quite singular status, for outside the context of the mind-body 

problem, there simply are not any epistemically primitive identities. If the identity theory were 

right, then the only way for psychophysical identities not to be epistemically primitive would be 

to be entailed by P in conjunction with a complete description of the phenomenal couched in a 
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phenomenal vocabulary (assuming, as Chalmers does, that P entails all the physical truths), but 

they are not so entailed. Note that explanatory reduction modulo phenomenology furnishes 

identity statements that clearly are not epistemically primitive, for they are deducible from P plus 

statements of psychophysical causal connections. (It is important that appeal to causal 

connections here is suitably neutral between physicalism and dualism—it might turn out that 

such causal relations obtain because phenomenal states are themselves identical with physical 

states, or because, even though phenomenal states are non-physical, there are irreducible 

psychophysical laws.) 

 Chalmers seems to raise a similar objection against a supervenience type of physicalism: 

postulating necessary psychophysical connections that are weaker than logical but stronger than 

nomic amounts to countenancing epistemically primitive necessities of a sort we have no good 

reason to believe exist. However, he does not spell out what it is for a necessity to be 

epistemically primitive. By analogy with the case of identities, one might propose that an 

epistemically primitive necessity is one that is not derivable from underlying truths not involving 

necessities, and the suggestion would be that the only kind of epistemically primitive necessities 

we are familiar with are the nomic ones—moreover, as Chalmers says, “one can argue that what 

it is to be a fundamental law of nature is precisely to be an objective [non-indexical], 

epistemically primitive counterfactual-supporting regularity” (Chalmers, 2001, p. 20).  

 There is an obvious problem with this attempt to think of the epistemic primitiveness of 

necessities as analogous to that of identities. If a Humean account of laws is incorrect, then the 

laws of nature are not derivable from non-modal truths. On the account under scrutiny, that does 

render laws of nature epistemically primitive, as Chalmers claims they are, but leads to the 

unhappy consequence that statements like ‘It is (metaphysically) necessary that water is 
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H2O/water contains hydrogen’ are epistemically primitive as well, for to have any chance of 

deriving those from “underlying truths,” one must rely on nomic necessities. In addition, by the 

above account, logical necessities do come out as they should--i.e., non-primitive--but for the 

wrong reason. Logical necessities are not epistemically primitive, but that is not because they are 

derivable from non-modal truths about the world; rather, logical necessities are not primitive 

because they are knowable a priori, which does have the consequence that they are trivially 

derivable from anything. What makes their status as necessities intelligible is their a priori 

character.  

 The following better captures Chalmers’s notion of an epistemically primitive necessity: 

A necessity statement is epistemically primitive just in case there is no adequate explanation of 

its presumed truth. Further, there are only two kinds of explanation of the presumed truth of a 

necessity statement that count as adequate: first, a necessity statement is adequately explainable 

if it is a priori; second, a necessity statement of a strength weaker than logical counts as 

adequately explainable if it is implied by non-modal truths plus truths involving only necessities 

of lower strength, if any. Thus, nomic necessities count as primitive if a Humean account of laws 

is incorrect. Note that the Kripkean type of a posteriori necessities can provide no support for the 

claim that the phenomenal supervenes on the physical metaphysically but not logically, because 

statements like ‘It is necessary that water is H2O/water contains hydrogen’ come out not 

epistemically primitive. Consequently, it seems that psychophysical correlations that are claimed 

to be metaphysically necessary have a peculiar feature among a posteriori necessities: they are 

not derivable from non-modal truths plus nomic necessities, and would thus be the only 

epistemically primitive a posteriori necessities. Given Chalmers’s commitments, the problem 

with merely metaphysically necessary psychophysical correlations can be described in a more 
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specific fashion as follows: Postulating such things is ad-hoc because they are not derivable from 

the conjunction of P with a full description of the phenomenal couched in phenomenal terms and 

with any statements expressing merely nomically necessary psychophysical correlations.    
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CHAPTER 3 
A GENERALIZED DERIVABILITY CONCEPTION OF THE GAP 

 In this chapter I accomplish a number of things.  First, I turn my attention to the question 

as to the exact notion of the physical by reference to which the explanatory gap should be 

articulated, and I provide an account of what this notion comes to, which I compare with the 

major contenders in the literature on demarcating the physical and show to be superior. In the 

process, I argue that Chalmers’s construal of the explanatory gap rests on an assumption about 

the physical that is only contingently true, if true at all. Second, I offer a generalized derivability 

construal of the gap which dissociates the phenomenon from such problematic assumptions and 

characterizes it in more fundamental terms. I end the chapter with an examination of the 

relationship between the explanatory gap and the gap intuition and an explanation of the latter.   

Physics-Based Accounts of the Physical and Hempel’s dilemma 

 Both those who accept and those who deny that there is an explanatory gap usually 

interpret the phrase as purporting to refer to a gap between consciousness and “the physical.” 

Chalmers himself thinks that the physical in the end boils down to the microphysical, and I will 

investigate in due course the nature of the relationship that, according to him, holds between the 

two, as well as the merits of his view. Typically, however, philosophers understand the gap 

phenomenon in terms of a general notion of “the physical,” which is presupposed to be 

antecedently familiar, and as such receives little attention in the context of discussing the nature 

of the gap and its metaphysical significance. Clarifying just what notion of the physical is at 

issue will be instrumental both in assessing Chalmers’s view of the gap and in providing a 

perspicuous articulation of the explanatory gap phenomenon.  

  How the physical should be understood is a vexed question. A tempting reaction, and one 

that is rather popular in contemporary discussions, is to demarcate the physical by appeal to 

33 



 

physical theory.  The difficulty which notoriously plagues attempts to spell out the notion of the 

physical by reference to physics goes in the literature by the name “Hempel’s dilemma.”5 If the 

physical encompasses exactly the properties that current physics quantifies over (together 

perhaps with those that are logically or metaphysically supervenient on them), since current 

physics is very likely incorrect, physicalism itself comes out as a false doctrine quite apart from 

the question about the metaphysical status of the mental. The history of science supplies a strong 

inductive argument in support of the claim that current physics might very well be neither true 

(as future generations might discover they have to withdraw some of the current posits), nor 

complete (for new things have been constantly added to the physicist’s stock of fundamental 

entities, and there is no good reason to expect that this trend is about to come to an abrupt end). 

Alternatively, if, in order to bypass the errors and limitations of current physics and not let them 

vitiate the conceptual framework used to articulate the mind-body problem, the physical is 

spelled out by reference to an ideal physics, the charge is that our current ideas about what ideal 

physics might look like are too hazy to give the associated notion of the physical determinate 

content. An interesting twist on the second horn of the dilemma is to argue that in fact physics 

might end up countenancing patently mental properties (after all, the things it quantifies over 

have become increasingly stranger), in which case the definitional project that appeals to ideal 

physics has the consequence that physicalism is true, even though, intuitively, under the 

circumstances physicalism should be false.  

 Two prominent reactions to Hempel’s dilemma are the so-called “currentism” and 

“futurism” (the terms were coined by Crook and Gillett), each of which challenges one of the 

two horns of the dilemma. The currentist maintains that physicalism can be formulated in terms 

                                                 
5 See (Hempel, 1969) and (Hempel, 1980). 
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of current physics, and grants that, so understood, it is probably false, but rethinks the 

relationship that a philosopher must bear to physicalism if he is to qualify as a physicalist.  The 

futurist spells out physicalism by reference to an ideal physics and argues that the prima facie 

difficulties awaiting any attempt to give an account of ideal physics that is congruent with 

physicalist aspirations can be overcome. The prominent espousers of currentism and futurism in 

the literature are Melnyk and Poland, respectively.  

 Melnyk is far from impressed with the first horn of Hempel’s dilemma.6 He argues that 

the predicate ‘physical’ used in the formulation of the physicalist thesis should nonetheless be 

interpreted as referring to the entities and properties mentioned by current physics. Let us label 

physicalism so understood ‘Pcp’. The philosophical respectability of the physicalist’s 

commitments is, in his view, in no way diminished by inductive arguments extrapolating from 

systematic past failures to come up with a true physical theory to the present, because being a 

physicalist does not in fact require subscribing to Pcp. Nor does it require believing that Pcp is 

likely to be true, nor even that it is more likely true than false: “To be a physicalist is to take the 

same attitude toward the hypothesis of physicalism which those who have broadly scientific 

realist and antirelativist intuitions take toward what they regard as the best of current scientific 

hypotheses” (Melnyk, 1997, p. 625). That attitude, labeled ‘SR’ is characterized as follows: “To 

take the SR attitude toward a hypothesis is (1) to regard the hypothesis as true or false in virtue 

of the way the mind independent world is, and (2) to assign the hypothesis a higher probability 

than that of its relevant rivals” (Melnyk, 1997, p. 625). It should be kept in mind that “relevant 

rival” is a theoretical term, which is defined by Melnyk like this: “[h]ypothesis H1 is a relevant 

rival to H2 if and only if (a) H1 is sensibly intended to achieve a significant number of H2’s 

                                                 
6 See (Melnyk, 1997). 
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theoretical goals; (b) the hypotheses H1 and H2 fail to supervene on one another; (c) H1 has 

actually been formulated” (Melnyk, 1997, p. 626).  

 Melnyk further claims that adopting the SR attitude toward a hypothesis is in general 

compatible with not regarding it as more likely true than not, and a fortiori, it is consistent with 

not deeming it very likely. This is so because the negation of a hypothesis, taken in isolation, 

typically does not count as a relevant alternative to that hypothesis, on account of failing to meet 

requirement (a) in the characterization of a relevant alternative: it need not indicate even a 

minimal set of “basic principles” (Melnyk, 1997, p. 626), and therefore may not give any clue 

whatsoever as to how the explananda of the original hypothesis might be accounted for. 

 Melnyk argues that Hempel’s dilemma fails to show that there are insurmountable 

obstacles in the way of articulating the philosophical position adopted by physicalists, which in 

the final analysis is tantamount to holding SR toward Pcp.  First, the mere negation of Pcp does 

not qualify as a relevant rival. Second, the fact that Pcp is likely to be false, as the inductive 

argument from the history of physics suggests, in no way impugns the physicalist’s claim that Pcp 

is more likely than its relevant rivals, because, Melnyk maintains, the history of physics does not 

place physicalism at a disadvantage over its relevant rivals (he discusses in the context of this 

argument standard alternative views such as dualism). He then spends some time outlining the 

case for the explanatory superiority of physicalism over some other major traditional competitors 

to emphasize that even though  Pcp  is likely false, the view proposed by physicalists might very 

well be likely true.  

 Before looking closely at what I think is deeply wrong with Melnyk’s response to 

Hempel’s dilemma, let us briefly examine the merits of an objection leveled against Melnyk’s 
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proposal by Crook and Gillett.7 They grant for the sake of the argument that Melnyk’s account of 

being in good scientific standing is adequate, and object that Pcp does not qualify as in good 

scientific standing by Melnyk’s own standards. They propose that there is a relevant rival to Pcp, 

(P+), which is more likely than it.  

(P+) (a) There is some science, S, distinct from the totality of all the sciences, such that S’s 
laws and theories directly mention all the entities of physicalCUR entities and also at least 
one further entity which is wholly distinct from any physicalCUR entities, but which has 
features and magnitudes similar to those of a physicalismCUR entity (i.e.,  certain types of 
particles, force, field, etc.); and (b) all entities either are identical to entities directly 
mentioned in the laws or theories of S, or are entities that bear the relation RN to entities 
directly mentioned in the laws or theories of S. (Crook & Gillett, 2001, p. 339) 

The justification for the claim that (P+) is more likely than Pcp consists in the familiar inductive 

argument lending support to the conclusion that current physics is incomplete.  If compelling, 

this argument shows that Melnyk manages to interpret physicalism so as to avoid the horns of 

Hempel’s dilemma only at the cost of compromising the view’s epistemic credentials. Note that 

the objection is not that Pcp is not more likely than each of its relevant rivals. Melnyk is after all 

not committed to the higher likelihood of Pcp over traditional rivals such as dualism. The 

objection is that, even setting aside physicalism’ traditional rivals, dualism and idealism, there 

are alternative theories that are more likely than it.  

 Nevertheless, the argument proposed by Crook and Gillett is far from convincing, as can 

be seen from the fact that it is apt to prove significantly more than its proponents have bargained 

for.  The authors grant for the sake of the argument that it is necessary for a scientific hypothesis 

to be in good standing that it be more likely than its relevant rivals, as characterized by Melnyk. 

With this assumption in the background, it can be shown that a similar argumentative strategy as 

the one directed against Melnyk’s physicalism can be employed to show that current physics is 

                                                 
7 (Crook, Gillett, 2001). 
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not in good scientific standing. Current physics is presumably less likely than an alternative 

hypothesis, (C+), just as sketchily outlined as (P+), and according to which there is a future, 

ontologically more inclusive, physical theory whose stock of entities is exhaustive and which 

posits at least one additional entity that has “features and magnitudes” similar to those possessed 

by the entities postulated by current physics. We do not fault the physicalist for failing to trade 

current physics for the sketchy (C+). By the same token, (P+) should not be considered a threat 

to the epistemic status of Pcp. (It is noteworthy that Crook and Gillett formulate (P+) in terms of a 

relationship of similarity to the entities postulated by current physics. The very difficulty posed 

by Hempel’s dilemma suggests that spelling out that notion cannot be straightforward. Putting 

enough flesh on the bones of (P+) to turn it into a genuine rival of Pcp, as opposed to a hypothesis 

with hopelessly meager content, might require having already found a way of spelling out 

‘physical’ that avoids Hempel’s dilemma. Note also that Crook and Gillett cannot drop the 

similarity requirement altogether, for were they to do so, (P+) could not be substantiated 

anymore by a straightforward appeal to the history of physics.)  

 Perhaps Crook and Gillett could regroup and present their argument as an objection 

directed instead against Melnyk’s understanding of what it is for a hypothesis to be in good 

scientific standing. In particular, it might be tempting to conclude that Melnyk’s characterization 

of what counts as a relevant rival of a given hypothesis is not restrictive enough. Note, first, that 

if they reworked their argument as suggested, they wouldn’t thereby be any closer to attaining 

their goal, which is to undermine Melnyk’s understanding of physicalism. They have provided 

no reasons to suspect that, once the account of being in good scientific standing is suitably 

modified by restricting the notion of relevant rivals so as to rule out hypotheses like (P+) (which 

intuitively do not count as such), Pcp might not qualify as in good scientific standing.   
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 Melnyk’s definition of a relevant rival is undoubtedly vague. I suspect that his reaction to 

(P+) would be to say that it is disqualified because it is not detailed enough to make clear either 

what sort of entities have been added to the ontology of current physics, or how adding them 

helps explain the relevant data. Perhaps he would respond that (P+) does not meet his first 

requirement for being a relevant rival: because of its sketchiness it cannot be “sensibly intended 

to achieve a significant number of [Pcp’s] theoretical goals” (Melnyk, 1997, p. 626). In any case, 

the temptation to regard (P+) as a legitimate contender might be due to the presumed existence of 

another hypothesis, (P++), which physicists will be able to formulate, though, only when they 

actually uncover a new kind of entity. The crucial difference is that (P++) will mention explicitly 

that kind of entity as well as the properties of it that are supposed to enhance the explanatory 

powers of current physics, and perhaps formulate new laws describing its behavior, while (P+) 

makes only indirect reference to these things via the expedient device of existential 

quantification. (P++) is of course no threat to Pcp, because we are not yet in a position to 

formulate it.8 

 Even though the criticism due to Crook and Gillett founders, Melnyk’s currentism is 

indeed an inadequate response to Hempel’s dilemma. Here is why. In what follows I will grant 

for the sake of the argument that SR is a correct characterization of the attitude scientists hold 

toward the best current scientific theories. To recapitulate, for Melnyk, being a physicalist is 

holding SR toward Pcp, i.e., toward the thesis that everything in the world is reducible to the 

entities and properties mentioned by current physics. Melnyk’s background view that 

                                                 
8 Crook and Gillett claim that the level of detail exhibited by (P+) should be considered adequate, for it “at least 
equals, and most likely surpasses, the detail of dualistic or vitalistic hypotheses that are acknowledged by Melnyk as 
relevant rivals to physicalism” (p. 341, fn. 13). This seems clearly wrong with respect to dualism, as we happen to 
know about the new properties introduced by the dualist (i.e., the mental properties) in a very intimate way. 
Arguably, even vitalism fares better than (P+). For one thing, it specifies the exact nature of the explanandum that 
the vital forces are introduced to account for.   
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physicalism has the status of a scientific hypothesis—which is used to lend credibility to the 

contention that it is illegitimate to demand of the physicalist a stronger attachment to physicalism 

than is required of the typical scientist (namely, SR)—is likely to be found congenial by many 

physicalists. While flattered by the compliments that Melnyk’s construal of physicalism pays 

him, a staunch physicalist, I suspect, would nonetheless be unable to suppress the nagging 

feeling that Melnyk’s construal fails to capture the spirit of his metaphysical commitments. 

Melnyk’s account of what it is to be a physicalist is at best incomplete, as it omits a crucial 

element. First of all, it seems that what Melnyk offers is an account of what it is to be a 

physicalist at the present time, as opposed to a physicalist simpliciter. While qualifying as a 

physicalist at the present time might  require holding SR toward Pcp, it certainly couldn’t be 

exhausted by that, as it also plausibly requires willingness to expand the category of physical 

entities whenever physics does so, except of course for the case in which physicists decide to 

include irreducibly mental properties among the basic things they countenance. Under such 

circumstances, it seems that the right thing to do for the physicalist is to admit defeat rather than 

mimic the physicist and adjust his notion of the physical accordingly. Without a diachronic 

element which indicates the exact way in which the physicalist’s use of the ‘the physical’ is 

responsive to the development of physical science, Melnyk’s account of what it is to be a 

physicalist at the present time is only partial. Among those who hold SR toward Pcp, it fails to 

discriminate between the camp that would be inclined to extend the term to cover patently 

mental phenomena, and those who would withhold the term in such instances.  Intuitively, only 

the latter count as physicalists. The need to specify the acceptable attitudes a physicalist can 

adopt toward various things that future physical theories might end up positing brings to light the 
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inadequacy of currentism, which proposes to demarcate the physical exclusively by reference to 

current physics.   

 Melnyk is not unaware of the need for a thesis that captures “‘the spirit of physicalism,’ 

which transcends particular formulations” (Melnyk, 1997, p. 633, fn. 21), i.e., a thesis that helps 

explain what Hobbes, a contemporary physicalist and a future physicalist relying on an 

ontologically richer physics have in common. His response to this difficulty is unfortunately 

rather disappointing. He offers the conjunction of (1) and (2) as a sort of canonical formulation 

of physicalism in his sense, and claims that “commitment to (1) might be the heart of a good 

candidate” for capturing “the spirit of physicalism” in the intuitive sense.  

1. There is some science, S, distinct from the totality of all the sciences, such that every 
entity (property) is either itself mentioned as such in the laws and theories of S or is 
ultimately constituted (realized) by entities (properties) mentioned as such in the laws and 
theories of S. 

 
2. S is current physics. (Melnyk, 1997, p. 633)  
 

It is unclear how much content there is to this suggestion, though, if (1) is asserted to be just “the 

heart” of a good candidate. On the one hand, (1) by itself is obviously inadequate, because it is 

compatible with idealism (if S is psychology), as well as with dualism (if S is the conjunction of 

physics and psychology supplemented with psycho-physical laws). On the other hand, if (1) 

needs to be conjoined with some other thesis, we are offered no clues as to what that thesis might 

look like.  

 Another major response to Hempel’s dilemma, Poland’s “futurism,” challenges its second 

horn. Poland’s strategy9 is to draw a distinction between specific physical theories developed at 

various points in time, on the one hand, and the invariant research program of physics, on the 

other. Essential to the latter is a set of distinctive descriptive and explanatory goals which 

                                                 
9 See (Poland, 1994).  
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physics always strives to attain, and which specific physical theories manage to fulfill to various 

degrees. Because of the unchanging nature of the research program, the distinction renders 

intelligible the development of physics over time, and it also provides a way of specifying in 

satisfactory detail what is meant by an ideal physical theory.  

 According to Poland’s characterization of physics as a research program, “physics is the 

branch of science concerned with identifying a basic class of objects and attributes and a class of 

principles that are sufficient for an account of space-time and of the composition, dynamics and 

interactions of all occupants of space-time” (Poland, 1994, p. 124). Ideal physics, by reference to 

which Poland proposes to define the physical, is understood as the physical theory that fully 

meets these goals.  

 It is by no means clear, however, how this approach to defining the physical is expected 

to overcome the so called “downward incorporation” problem (to use Poland’s own happy 

coinage), which, as we have seen, is one of the notorious perils threatening attempts to delimit 

the physical by appeal to the ontology of ideal physics, and is part of the second horn of 

Hempel’s dilemma. Rather disappointingly, discussion of this objection is postponed by Poland 

for the penultimate chapter of his book, where it is devoted a brief and rather unconvincing 

section, even though, on the one hand, solving Hempel’s dilemma is from the outset one of 

Poland’s avowed goals, and, on the other hand, the downward incorporation problem seems to be 

staring us in the face from the very beginning.  

 Poland’s answer to the question ‘What is the physical theory that meets the requirements 

laid out in the research program?’ reads: “No one knows. But the best guess that can be made is 

that it is current physics, or some suitable elaboration, given that portions of current physics are 

underdeveloped or tentative” (Poland, 1994, p.  126). The pressing question is, of course, 
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whether such a “suitable elaboration” might turn out to include straightforwardly mental 

properties. The trouble is that ideal physics, as Poland understands it, is by definition complete. 

Therefore, if the domain of non-mental properties turns out not to be causally closed because 

irreducibly mental properties influence the dynamics of some “occupants of space-time,” then 

these irreducibly mental properties come out physical.   

 In response, Poland grants that his view of the research program of physics allows of 

such a possibility: ”[M]y reply to the objection is to bite the bullet and allow that indeed it is 

conceivable that physics might be revised to incorporate mental [phenomena] […] into the 

physical basis” (Poland, 1994, p. 331). Poland’s relatively sanguine attitude in response to this 

problem is rather puzzling. How could his admission fail to spell defeat for futurism?  

 He takes pains to emphasize a couple of points, which are intended to show that his 

concession does not render the futurist approach to defining the physical ill-suited to ground an 

adequate formulation of physicalism. One of the aspects stressed by Poland is that the 

incorporation of mental phenomena into the ontology of physics need not be ad hoc, i.e., 

motivated by the shear desire to save physicalism, but could very well turn out to be based on 

solid methodological principles, just as the past incorporation of electromagnetic forces or 

massless particles was. This misconstrues the objection, however. The problem for Poland is 

precisely that physics might legitimately come to incorporate unmistakably mental properties, 

and his account of the physical predicts that the physicalist would win under such 

circumstances—a verdict that sounds intuitively wrong.  

 Another aspect that Poland emphasizes is that “a priori substantive constraints upon 

physical theories are ill-advised” (Poland, 1994, p. 330), and he claims that forbidding physicists 

to include mental properties in their ontology would be just such a constraint. All of that sounds 
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right, but one wonders how it is supposed to make the predictions of Poland’s account of the 

physical any more palatable. Poland writes: “if the choice is between allowing that ‘the mental’ 

could be incorporated into the physical and imposing a priori substantive constraints upon what 

physicists may permissibly appeal to for theoretical purposes, the physicalist must lean towards 

the former” (Poland, 1994, p. 332). The natural response that this defense elicits is that there 

surely are more choices than the two envisaged. There is the third option of allowing physicists 

to do their job and extend the ontological basis of their discipline as they see fit, but avoid 

turning physicalism into a trivial doctrine by refusing to define the physical by reference to ideal 

physics, or by reference to physics at all for that matter. My own account of the physical is a case 

in point (as will become clear in the next section).  

 A different sort of consideration which Poland adduces in support of futurism is the 

following:  

[A] distinction must be drawn between the ways in which ‘the physical’ has been 
identified in the past and the more theoretically-based manner in which it is identified 
according to contemporary versions of physicalism. The former relied essentially upon a 
priori criteria, for example location, extension and impenetrability, whereas the latter 
leaves it to physics to identify the physical domain subject to various general and specific 
constraints upon physical theory construction […] (Poland, 1994, p. 330) 

The reasonable thing to say in response to these remarks is that, while the notion of the physical 

which the physicalist operates with may be to a certain degree theoretically based, in the sense of 

responsive within certain limits to the discoveries of physical theory, it would better not be 

completely reliant on physics. Poland seems to say that since physicalists completely defer to 

physics in matters concerning what counts as physical, should physics end up accepting 

irreducible mental properties, physicalists would have to adjust their notion of the physical 

accordingly. What Poland fails to appreciate, it seems, is that this argument can be much more 
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plausibly read as a reductio of the premise that physicalists completely defer to physics on 

determining the boundaries of the physical.   

 To sum up, I have examined the prospects for two major responses to Hempel’s dilemma 

(a problem that afflicts physics-based accounts of the physical), i.e., currentism and futurism, and 

reached a pessimistic conclusion with respect to both views.  

The Lack of Generality Objection against Chalmers 

 In this section I return to Chalmers’s construal of the gap, which I gave a reconstruction 

of in Chapter 2, and I argue that it fails to characterize the gap phenomenon in general enough 

terms, as it rests on an assumption about the physical that is at most contingently true. The 

assumption in question is that the physical logically supervenes on the microphysical.  

It is unfortunate that Chalmers articulates the explanatory gap problem for physicalism in 

terms of the relationship between the phenomenal and the microphysical. A connected 

problematic move that Chalmers makes is from mere lack of derivability of the phenomenal from 

the microphysical to its non-physicality and hence to dualism. As in the previous section we 

reached no viable response to Hempel’s dilemma, one cause for concern would be, of course, the 

analogue of Hempel’s dilemma for a microphysics-based account of the physical. That is not, 

however, the point that I wish to press in the present context. Rather, I will argue that a fully 

general account of the explanatory gap should not presuppose that there are no emergent physical 

properties.  

It is intuitive that, to ascertain whether the mental gives rise to an explanatory gap, and 

whether as a result we should regard it as constituting a distinct ontological realm, it is not 

necessary to determine whether special sciences like thermodynamics, chemistry, or biology are 

entailed by microphysics. The mind-body problem, as well as the gap intuition, considerably 
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predate the putative discovery that microphysics entails all the scientific theories which describe 

what one would ordinarily characterize as non-mental phenomena.   

The construal of the explanatory gap as lack of entailment by the microphysical is fully 

general, i.e., not dependent on assumptions about the physical that are at best contingently true, 

only if (*) is not just true, but logically necessary.  

 (*) The physical logically supervenes on the microphysical.10 

 First, as we will see, in light of what some writers have referred to as “the re-emergence 

of emergence”11 in contemporary philosophy of science literature, the denial of (*) might even 

begin to look epistemically possible, given the present state of our knowledge regarding the 

interface between, for instance, chemistry and quantum mechanics. Second, even if (*) is in fact 

true about the actual world, if (*) is conceivably false, the mere lack of logical supervenience of 

the phenomenal on the microphysical fails to either accurately characterize the explanatory gap 

exhibited by the phenomenal in worlds where (*) fails, or to warrant (when taken by itself) any 

metaphysical conclusions about the nature of phenomenal properties in the actual world. To 

reach such metaphysical conclusions, the actual truth of (*) would have to be established. This 

task is not only onerous but also unnecessary once the gap problem is formulated properly.  

 Is it conceivable for there to be physical properties that fail to logically supervene on the 

microphysical?12 It was Kirk Ludwig who first pointed out to me the relevance to Chalmers’s 

                                                 
10 Perhaps framing the entire discussion in terms of “material” rather than “physical” properties would have the 
advantage of avoiding the association with “physics” which the latter term encourages, and which, as will become 
clear, I think one must resist, if one is to reach a correct understanding of the notion of the physical that is relevant to 
the mind-body problem.  

11 See (Cunningham, 2001) and (Scerri, 2007). 

12 Of course, many physicalists maintain that it’s not even true, let alone logically necessary, that the physical 
logically supervenes on the microphysical. They do so on the grounds that physical concepts of a certain sort have 
non-ascriptive content. However, this is perfectly compatible with maintaining that in all possible worlds the 
physical metaphysically supervenes upon the microphysical. If one believes that there is a substantive distinction to 
be drawn between metaphysical and logical necessity, the important question for my purposes here is whether it’s 
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account of the gap of historical emergentism  about the properties studied by various special 

sciences. Before theories like thermodynamics, chemistry or biology came to be considered in 

many circles reducible to theories about lower level phenomena, there had been philosophers 

belonging to the British emergentist tradition initiated by Mill who maintained that the properties 

the central terms of such macrotheories refer to are emergent.13 If the notion of a property that is 

both emergent and physical is coherent, then (*) is conceivably false.  

 With regard to the historical question about the British emergentists’ actual stance on the 

metaphysical status of the emergent chemical and biological properties, what’s certain is that 

chemical and biological properties were according to them fundamental (because emergent). A 

cursory look at the literature provides, so far as I can see, no indication that they also thought of 

them as in some relevant sense physical. For instance, with respect to biology, the explicit target 

of their attack was vitalism, which postulated non-physical entities called ‘entelechies.’ That 

leaves it open that, while adamant in their rejection of non-physical entities, they might have 

deemed the biological a domain of non-physical properties.  

 Is it genuinely conceivable for there to be physical properties that fail to logically 

supervene on the microphysical, and are merely nomically necessitated by it? One might feel 

inclined to wonder how complete information about the structure and dynamics of the world at 

the microphysical level could possibly fail to fix all the physical facts about it. One might feel 

the pull to think that, if there are macroscopic facts other than phenomenal facts that aren’t fixed 

by complete information about the physical features possessed by the most basic physical 

constituents of reality, then ontologically speaking they are more akin to phenomenal than to 
                                                                                                                                                             
sensible to maintain that there are possible worlds in which the physical fails to metaphysically supervene on the 
microphysical. Thus, even though many physicalists would reject (*), that isn’t pertinent to my discussion here, 
because they lean on non-ascriptivism about conceptual content, which, in my view, is mistaken.  

13 (McLaughlin, 1992) gives a helpful overview of the movement.  
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microphysical facts, and it’s unclear that they really deserve to be called ‘physical.’ Maybe one 

could extend the term ‘physical’ to cover such phenomena, the thought is, but that would be a 

mere terminological move designed to conceal a crucial ontological similarity between such facts 

and phenomenal facts.  

 In recent years there seems to have been among scientists and philosophers of science a 

kind of revival of emergentism with respect to certain special sciences, for instance, somewhat 

surprisingly, with respect to chemistry. I will focus in what follows on chemistry as an example, 

but if chemistry turns out to be emergent, biology will likely also be emergent relative to 

microphysics, given its dependence on chemistry. It is rather unexpected to find contemporary 

defenses of the epistemic possibility of chemical emergence because, with the advent of quantum 

mechanics, the relationship between chemistry and microphysics had come to be regarded as 

perhaps the typical example of reduction. McLaughlin, for instance, writes14: “The quantum 

mechanical explanation of chemical bonding is a paradigm of a reductive explanation.” He 

claims that the advances made in quantum mechanics, molecular chemistry and genetics “render 

the doctrines of configurational chemical and vital forces enormously implausible” (McLaughlin, 

1992, p. 89). Configurational forces are the type of forces an emergentist is committed to: they 

are forces exerted by configurations of entities, and are not resultant, but rather fundamental (i.e., 

complete information about the component entities, their properties, the forces exerted by them 

as well as the laws governing those is insufficient to account for such forces).  

 This view has more recently been challenged, for instance, by Scerri, who argues that we 

are currently unable to infer from what quantum mechanics tells us about the micro level either 

what properties an element has or what results when two elements react together: 

                                                 
14 In (McLaughlin, 1997).  
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In the case of elements we can predict particular properties perhaps such as ionization 
energies but not chemical behavior. In the case of compounds, what can be achieved is an 
accurate estimate, and in many cases even predictions, regarding specific properties in 
compounds that are known to have formed between the elements in question. Quantum 
mechanics cannot yet predict what compounds will actually form. Broad’s complaint about 
the inability of mechanistic or classical chemistry to predict the properties of elements, or 
the outcome of chemical reactions between any two given elements, remains unanswered 
to this day. (Scerri, 2007, p. 924) 

Scerri consequently finds McLaughlin’s verdict about the prospects for emergentism “entirely 

unconvincing” (Scerri, 2007, p. 925).   

 Let us next take a closer look at some of the evidence adduced in favor of the epistemic 

possibility of chemical emergentism. Both (Bishop, 2005) and (Hendry, 2008) explain that when 

it is assumed that chemistry is derivable from molecular quantum mechanics, it is in virtue of the 

following sort of picture about how chemical properties are accounted for. To explain the 

behavior of a certain chemical system, it is in principle enough to accomplish the following: 

First, a list is needed of the constituent particles (proton, electron, etc.) and their properties 

(mass, charge, spin, etc.). Then the relevant forces operative at the microphysical level must be 

specified (electromagnetic, strong-nuclear, weak-nuclear and gravitational), as well as their 

magnitudes. In the end, the so-called “Hamiltonian” corresponding to the chemical compound 

must be calculated, which represents the total energy of the system, and is expressible as the sum 

of two operators, one for kinetic and one for potential energy. The resulting Hamiltonian is then 

taken to enable one at least in principle to account for the various aspects of the system’s 

chemical behavior. 

 One difficulty is that the true molecular Hamiltonian is mathematically unwieldy and in 

fact impossible to set down. Fortunately, the standard story goes, mathematically manageable, 

though only approximately true, Hamiltonians can be calculated which suffice to achieve most 

explanatory goals. What both Bishop and Hendry point out, however, is that these Hamiltonians 
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used in practice differ from the true ones not only in their superior tractability but also in that 

they supply in fact additional key information which could not be retrieved even in principle 

from the true Hamiltonians, namely, information regarding molecular structure. The true 

Hamiltonian cannot, for instance, distinguish between isomers, which are distinct substances that 

share the same elemental composition but differ in molecular structure, and which as a result can 

have very different chemical properties. As Hendry puts it, “the problem is not that molecular 

structure is difficult to recover from the exact quantum mechanics, but that it is not there to begin 

with” (Hendry, 2008, p. 527). To illustrate, Hendry discusses the quantum mechanical account of 

the spectra of a CO2 molecule and characterizes the form of the explanation given as follows:  

We use quantum mechanics to explain the motions of parts of the molecule within the 
context of a given structure for the molecule as a whole. The emergentist will see this as a 
case of downward causation: we did not recover the CO2 structure from the “resultant” 
Hamiltonian, given the charges and masses of the various electrons and nuclei; rather, we 
viewed the motions of those electrons and nuclei as constrained by the molecule of which 
they are a part. (Hendry, 2008, p. 183) 

 A question worth pondering is whether, if we were to discover that chemistry is 

emergent, we would automatically come to regard the fundamental chemical forces with 

suspicion, as though they were somehow different in nature from the fundamental microphysical 

forces—whether we would declare them non-physical. It is far from clear that we would. 

Interestingly, the philosophers of science who entertain the possibility that chemistry might be 

emergent do not appear worried that, should this prove right, chemistry would turn out to deal in 

funny properties—funnier, at any rate, than the microphysical. For instance, Bishop’s 

willingness to consider emergent chemical properties physical is quite clear:  

“[B]ased on our best physical theories, there is no reason to suspect, aside from hidden 
reductionist metaphysical presuppositions and some misunderstandings of science, that 
physics should be exhaustive of the physical […].” (Bishop, 2005, p. 717)  
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 Even if it is epistemically possible that chemistry is emergent, one possibility, for all we 

know, is that the story we currently have about the micro level leaves part of the chemical 

behavior of the system out of account because it is itself incomplete and/or mistaken in some 

other way, and chemistry is in fact not emergent after all. For example, maybe there are 

microphysical properties or forces that are missing from the explanans, but which a completed 

microphysics would make mention of. Perhaps the microphysical story that fails to predict the 

right molecular structures and hence the right behavior for substances like ethanol (CH3CH2OH) 

and dimethyl ether (CH3OCH3)—which are isomers—is in fact incomplete. Perhaps it misses 

some fundamental aspect of microphysical reality that would be enough to close the explanatory 

gap. Consider then the following “subtraction” thought experiment. The important point for my 

purposes is that a scenario seems conceivable where this story is an exhaustive account of the 

microphysical, while the chemical behavior of substances is the same as that in the actual world. 

This world is just as we, mistakenly, under the current assumption, think the actual world is. 

Given that we think of the chemical properties of actual substances as physical, should not the 

chemical properties in this scenario qualify as physical as well? The chemical behavior is by 

hypothesis the same in the two worlds. The only difference is that in the alternative scenario 

some of the chemical forces responsible for chemical interactions are not resultant relative to the 

microphysical level, but rather basic, configurational. (Note that the microphysical element that I 

am assuming exists in the actual world but is not known yet can only make an explanatory 

difference if it is fundamental. And, arguably, if it is fundamental, it is conceivable that it could 

be missing while the rest of microphysics stays the same.) A thought experiment along these 

lines, if successful, shows that (*) is logically possible, and, since the scenario seems perfectly 
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conceivable, the burden of proof rests on the opponent to make a plausible case that there are 

hidden problems with it.   

 To adopt a slightly different tack, bracketing any questions about the status of chemistry 

in the actual world, consider a possible world in which the bonding properties of chemical 

systems cannot be fully explained by a complete story about what happens at the microphysical 

level. The predictions microphysics makes (based on a full description of the microphysical 

entities, their properties and the laws they obey) about the causal powers of chemical compounds 

and about what compounds chemical reactions should result in are inaccurate. In this world, the 

presence of chemical forces has been documented that are exerted only by configurations of 

particles. They are fundamental in relationship to the microphysical. Suppose, in addition, that 

these chemical forces are not mental, in the sense that they are neither identical with nor 

constituted by mental properties. If one wanted to pose the mind-body problem relative to a 

world like this, would not it be natural to include the chemical properties on the physical (or 

material) side of the divide? Should we have any misgivings about including the emergent 

chemical properties from this scenario in the physical realm, in the sense of physical that is 

relevant to the philosophical project of formulating the mind-body problem and articulating the 

array of proposed solutions to it? We should not, I submit.15    

 Whether such properties can legitimately be considered physical depends, of course, on 

which notion of the physical, exactly, is pertinent to the mind-body problem. Barbara Montero 

has an interesting approach to framing the mind-body problem.16 She claims that, since attempts 

to spell out the notion of the physical tend to fall prey to Hempel’s dilemma, instead of 

                                                 
15 In fact, a further restriction will be included in the next section: the emergent chemical properties should be 
graspable (in a sense to be spelled out). 

16 In (Montero, 1999), and (Montero, 2001).  
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construing the mind-body problem in terms of the contrast between the physical and the non-

physical, it is better to rethink it from the perspective of the mental vs. non-mental distinction. I 

think she is quite right when she says that the question that troubles philosophers who struggle to 

solve the mind-body problem is whether mentality is a fundamental feature of the world, which 

she reformulates as the question whether mentality can be accounted for in terms of non-mental 

phenomena—whether the mental is fundamentally non-mental. Montero does not specify how 

this should be further unpacked. She argues, however, that hopelessly obscure talk of the 

physical should just be replaced with talk of the non-mental. As will become clear in the next 

section, I adopt in this respect a different strategy: the notion of the non-mental can be pressed 

into service to spell out what’s meant by “the physical” in a way that overcomes the problems 

which other attempts to demarcate the physical run into. In the next section, I will revisit the 

question as to how exactly “the mental is fundamentally non-mental” should be understood, and 

I will employ the mental vs non-mental distinction understood as applied to vocabularies to give 

an account of the physical, which will then be instrumental in articulating a superior derivability 

construal of the gap. For the purposes of this section, however, the important insight that needs 

to be kept in mind is that reflection on the philosophical import of the mind-body problem 

reveals that, at least in many contexts, determining whether mental properties are physical just 

comes down to determining whether they are reducible to non-mental properties. Our 

hypothetical scenario is a case in point: if the emergent chemical properties are neither 

straightforwardly mental nor reducible to more basic properties that prove to be mental in nature, 

then in a statement of the mind-body problem, they should be placed on the physical side of the 

divide.  
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  To see that this diagnosis is intuitively right, let us compare the following two scenarios. 

Suppose that, in the first scenario, chemical properties are emergent but by hypothesis non-

mental. Suppose, for simplicity, that biological properties are supervenient on the conjunction of 

microphysics and chemistry, and also that there is a further level of reality, call it ‘the 

schmental,’ which is fully explainable in chemical and biological terms, and therefore logically 

supervenes on the microphysical-cum-chemical, but not on the microphysical taken in isolation. 

We are to assume that schmental concepts (unlike mental concepts) are functional, and the 

reason the schmental does not logically supervene on the microphysical by itself is that the 

realizers of these functional roles are not among the states microphysics talks about, but rather 

belong to the domain of quantification of chemistry or biology. There are obvious similarities 

between the way I depicted the schmental and how the espousers of analytic functionalism were 

(mistakenly) thinking of the mental. It is intuitive to maintain that, if the dualist were told that 

the mental has in our world the status that the schmental has in this hypothetical scenario, she 

would consider her view disconfirmed rather than vindicated.  

 Imagine yet another scenario, which is just like the first in all respects, except that there 

are also mental properties instantiated. Assume further, for the sake of the argument, that here 

the mental is not logically supervenient on the conjunction of the microphysical and the 

chemical. Unlike the schmental, the mental is ontologically fundamental, in the sense of not 

reducible to anything non-mental in nature, and its being so has nothing to do with the 

relationship between microphysics, on the one hand, and chemistry and biology, on the other. 

Should this prove to be the actual world, the dualist would deem her view confirmed and would 

not care very much that, as she would likely put it, the physical has turned out to be two-layered.  
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  Let us now pause for a while on the exegetical question whether Chalmers holds that (*) 

is logically necessary. The question whether the arguments he provides adequately support even 

the actual truth of (*) will also come up in the course of the investigation. Regarding the first 

question, Chalmers does not seem to discuss the issue fully explicitly anywhere. At least at first, 

a charitable reader would perhaps be inclined to interpret him as being committed merely to the 

actual truth of (*).  There seems to be, however, a certain amount of textual evidence against 

such an interpretation. There are at least two places in which Chalmers provides lengthy 

arguments whose intended upshot, given the larger context, seems to be the mere truth of (*): 

(Chalmers, 1996, pp. 71-77) and (Chalmers, 2001, pp. 14-19). The trouble with these arguments, 

however, is that in the course of developing them, Chalmers does not seem to point out any 

distinctive features of the actual microphysical and macrophysical facts and concepts which 

could account for the truth of (*) at the actual world, if the assumption that (*) is conceivably 

false had been in the background. If Chalmers had regarded (*) as a mere contingent truth, he 

would have seen the need to fill in the story about the actual microphysical and macrophysical 

domains so as to rule out the possibility that the actual world might be one of those where there 

are emergent physical properties. On the contrary, one kind of consideration that Chalmers 

repeatedly emphasizes in these passages is that macrophysical concepts typically express only 

structural and functional conditions,17 as though that were enough to ensure that macrophysical 

properties logically supervene on microphysical properties. This assumption is, however, 

problematic. Consider functional properties. Of course, in any possible world, functional 

properties do logically supervene on lower level properties, but to take that to establish that, in 

the actual world, functional properties such as those studied in biology—Chalmers’s favorite 

                                                 
17 See, for instance, (Chalmers, 1996, p. 79). 
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example—logically supervene on microphysical properties is simply to assume that in the actual 

world all basic physical properties are microphysical and therefore to beg the question.  

 Taking a closer look at one formulation of Chalmers’s argument proves worthwhile: 

“[H]igh level facts are entailed by all the microphysical facts (perhaps along with 
microphysical laws). […] The logical supervenience of most high-level facts is most easily 
seen by using conceivability as a test for logical possibility. […] A world 
[micro]physically identical to ours but in which these sorts of facts differ is inconceivable. 
In conceiving of a microphysically identical world, we conceive of a world in which the 
location of every last particle throughout space and time is the same. […] Once this is 
fixed, there is simply no room for the facts in question to vary (apart, perhaps, from any 
variation due to variations in conscious experience)” (Chalmers, 1996, p. 73).  

Another statement in a similar vein is: “Th[e] biological facts are not the sort of thing that can 

float free of their physical underpinnings even as a conceptual possibility” (Chalmers, 1996, p. 

73). Before appraising this argument, I would like to note that it offers absolutely no details 

either about the inner workings of the chemistry, biology, etc., which supposedly could not float 

free of the microphysical, or about the microphysical fundamental particles, forces and laws 

themselves. The assumption that this (perhaps coupled with a lay person’s vague idea about what 

the sorts of things are that the special sciences are in the business of explaining, as well as about 

the types of concepts they typically use) suffices to put one in a position to conduct the relevant 

thought experiment is the sort of evidence that makes the reader suspect Chalmers of an 

attachment to more than the actual truth of (*). In light of the arguments offered above for the 

epistemic possibility of emergent chemical properties, whether (*) is true or not looks like more 

of an empirical matter than Chalmers allows.  

 To assess his argument, note first what Chalmers means by a world being 

microphysically indiscernible from ours: not that it is indiscernible at a specific time, t (in the 

sense of the exact same microphysical facts obtaining there as here at t, and the exact same 

microphysical laws being operative), but rather that it has an indiscernible microphysical history 
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(perhaps in addition to having the same microphysical laws). It is instructive to examine the 

force of the resulting argument if he had had in mind the former. In that case, the reasonable 

rejoinder would be that it may very well be conceivable to have the same microphysical facts at t 

(and the same microphysical laws) but different chemical propensities, because, for all we know, 

there might be chemical forces responsible for bonding patterns which are not explainable in 

terms of elementary particles, their properties and the laws governing them. We simply do not 

know enough to be in a position to perform the thought experiment properly. 

 Chalmers has in mind the diachronic option, though. And one begins to wonder whether 

he might not be right when he says that keeping fixed the entire collection of microphysical facts 

throughout history (which “includes the facts about the distribution of every last particle and 

field in every last corner of space-time”) “leaves very little room for anything else to vary” 

(Chalmers, 1996, p. 72). This is an important argument to address, because it is akin in spirit to 

the argument I mentioned at the beginning of this section, according to which, if higher level 

facts are not fixed by how things are physically at the most fundamental level of analysis, then it 

is not clear they could be physical.  

 The reason why the version of Chalmers’s argument that is based on the diachronic 

constraint will seem to an emergentist harder to rebut than the version based on the synchronic 

condition is that an emergentist about chemistry, for instance, upholds downward causation, and 

therefore claims that some of the microphysical events are caused by chemical events. The first 

scenario leaves plenty of room for downward causation, because it does not stipulate either the 

past or the future microphysical events (relative to t). It does lay down the microphysical laws, 

but leaves room for interference from above by not specifying exactly how things unfold. The 

second scenario, by contrast, asks the emergentist to keep fixed also the microphysical events 
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that on his view are due to fundamental chemical causes. This unfairly requests of the 

emergentist a conceivability feat more demanding than is necessary for a successful defense of 

his position. Even so, the emergentist is able to rise to the occasion.  

 The only option the emergentist is left is to vary the emergent laws that connect the 

microphysical to the chemical in a way that does not affect the distribution of microphysical 

properties. Suppose that in this alternative world, when there is a chemical reaction involving 

two chemical compounds, the configurational forces responsible for it are slightly different than 

in the actual world, but the differences cancel out, so that the outcome is the same as the actual 

one. This line of thought suggests that Chalmers has failed to show that it is inconceivable to 

have a world whose microphysical history and laws are the same as in our world, but where 

chemistry is different. Admittedly, the differences in configurational forces and bridge laws 

between this world and the actual world do not have any opportunity to manifest themselves in 

different chemical behaviors, but that is only because of the extra constraints gratuitously 

imposed by Chalmers on the thought experiment.  

 Interestingly, Chalmers further argues that if biological facts were not logically 

supervenient on the microphysical, then there would be “no way that we [could] know those 

facts on the basis of external evidence” (Chalmers, 1996, p. 74), and concludes that, since 

biological facts raise no special epistemic challenges, they cannot be emergent:  

 If there were a possible world [micro-]physically identical to ours but biologically 
distinct, then this would raise radical epistemological problems. […] [I]f I were in the 
alternative world, it would certainly look the same as this one  It instantiates the same 
distribution of particles found in the plants and animals in this world; indistinguishable 
patterns of photons are reflected from those entities; no difference would be revealed under 
even the closest examination. It follows that all the external evidence we possess fails to 
distinguish the possibilities. (Chalmers, 1996, p. 74) 

Note that, for the reasons indicated above, there is no worry here for the emergentist. The 

differences between the two worlds are not salient only on the diachronic interpretation of 
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microphysical indiscernibility, a result due solely to the unjustified further restrictions set by 

Chalmers. On the alternative, synchronic, interpretation, there can be quite striking differences in 

the chemical interaction between various chemical compounds, and consequently, also in the 

behavior of some microparticles.  

 Whether or not Chalmers would be ready to endorse the logical necessity of (*) (as 

opposed to its mere truth), it seems fair to say that the evidence marshaled by him falls short of 

establishing even the truth of (*).  

 I have argued in this section that it is logically possible for there to be emergent physical 

properties. Consequently, one disadvantage of the account of the gap as lack of derivability from 

the microphysical is that it fails to characterize the phenomenon in fully general terms, because it 

rests on contingent features of the physical, such as being one-layered (if it is indeed so). Further, 

if the claims of philosophers of science such as Scerri, Hendry and Bishop about the interface 

between chemistry and microphysics are to be trusted, emergent physical properties are not just 

logically, but also epistemically possible, given the current state of our knowledge. Even if there 

are in fact no emergent physical properties, establishing that there are not proves, upon 

reflection, to be highly non-trivial. Ascertaining whether phenomenal properties are 

ontologically fundamental, however, does not require establishing that. Therefore, another 

drawback of the account of the gap as lack of derivability from the microphysical is that it 

unhappily entangles these two separate tasks.  

Delimiting the Physical 

 In the current section I revert to the task of demarcating the physical. After critically 

examining a proposal by Wilson and another one put forth by Crook and Gillett, I advance a 

novel account of the physical which is superior to all those discussed.    
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 One thing that the logical possibility of emergent physical properties brings out is that, 

quite apart from the specific problems that beset various types of physics-based accounts of the 

physical, all of them are also misguided for a common reason: they rule out the logical 

possibility of emergent physical properties, or, to be more precise, the logical possibility of the 

physical outstripping physics.   

 It should be mentioned that, to avoid some of the pitfalls of pure physics-based accounts 

(such as the downward incorporation problem faced by futurism), some philosophers combined 

reliance on physics with an appeal to the non-mental. According to a modified version of 

futurism, those properties count as physical that are either postulated as fundamental by an ideal 

physics and non-mental or reducible to such properties. Wilson embraces a similar sort of mixed 

strategy. She writes: 

An entity existing at a world w is physical if and only if 

1. it is treated, approximately accurately, by current or future (in the limit of inquiry, ideal) 
versions of fundamental physics at w; 

 
2. it is not fundamentally mental […]. (Wilson, 2006, p. 72)18 
 
 It is quite plain that this entire family of hybrid approaches can ultimately fare no better 

than the pure physics-based accounts, because they share the assumption that physics could not 

fail to exhaust the physical.   

 A construal of the physical that looks much more promising is due to Crook and Gillett.19 

They avoid Hempel’s dilemma by explicating the notion of the physical independently of 

physics altogether, whether current or ideal. Physicalism is formulated by them, roughly, as the 

                                                 
18 Her formulation differs from the one I just gave in that, first, it avoids exclusive reference to ideal physics because 
of certain rather mysterious and very sketchily presented epistemic concerns about formulating physicalism in terms 
of ideal physics (doing so would allegedly weaken our epistemic purchase on the thesis, which can only be grounded 
in the successes of current physics), and, second, it is intended to cover any possible world, not just ours.   

19 (Crook & Gillett, 2001).  
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thesis that all instantiated properties are physical.20 Further, a property counts as physical iff 

either it is a basic physical property or it bears a certain relation R to basic physical properties. 

(R is a place holder for the metaphysical relationship in virtue of whose holding between x and y, 

if y is a physical property, x also counts as one, and the account can be filled in appropriately 

depending on which type of such relation is deemed adequate—e.g., realization, metaphysical or 

logical supervenience, etc.) Crucial is the additional claim that a property is basic physical iff it 

is ontologically basic and non-mental. 

 This might look like a very appealing account of the physical. Not only does it escape 

Hempel’s dilemma, but it has two further advantages: First, it accommodates the logical 

possibility of emergent physical properties. Second, it avails itself of the attractive suggestion to 

characterize the physical in terms of the non-mental, while promising to avoid the difficulty that 

the straightforward way of implementing that suggestion runs into: if the physical is simply 

identified with the non-mental, physicalism comes out self-inconsistent. (Montero, for instance, 

who highly recommends framing the mind-body problem is terms of the non-mental,21 likes to 

state physicalism as the view that the mental is fundamentally non-mental. Unfortunately, she 

never unpacks the qualification “fundamentally,” while noting that it cannot be discarded on pain 

of contradiction.) 

 Crook and Gillett propose what looks like a nice way of solving this very problem. The 

collection of physical properties can naturally be divided into basic and non-basic properties, and 

while the sweeping equation of the physical and the non-mental would be ill-advised, equating 

                                                 
20 There are in fact a couple of differences between this formulation and that advanced by Crook and Gillett, but I 
have disregarded them for the sake of simplicity because they are irrelevant to my discussion. First, Crook and 
Gillett employ in their statement of physicalism the generic term ‘entity’ rather than ‘property,’ and intend it to 
cover individuals, properties, states of affairs, events and processes. Second, their formulation of physicalism is 
restricted explicitly to logically contingent objects.  

21 In (Montero, 1999) and (Montero, 2001). 
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the two only with respect to basic properties appears harmless. The assumption this move rests 

on is that it is simply not open to the physicalist to claim that mental properties are basic physical 

properties. Mental properties tend not to look physical, and the intuition is that, if the physicalist 

manages to propose nothing better than that we should accept mental properties as primitive 

physical properties, he is just cheating and in fact simply demanding that the extension of the 

term ‘physical’ be expanded in an ad-hoc fashion.  

 What are the merits of the account of the physical by Crook and Gillett? Note that their 

construal of the physical makes an outright inconsistency of the thesis that (at least some) mental 

properties are basic physical properties.22 This is an infelicitous result. Consider the following 

two views about the nature of phenomenal properties:  

1. Phenomenal terms express functional descriptions of categorical properties. The categorical 
properties they refer to via functional roles played by them are physical. 

 
2. Phenomenal properties as presented by phenomenal concepts certainly do not appear physical. 

However, the reason for this appearance is that deploying phenomenal concepts is bound to 
obscure from view the nature of the property picked out. It is constitutive of tokening a 
phenomenal concept that one instantiates the property the concept in question refers to. 
Nothing like that happens when tokening a physical concept, which makes it the case that 
phenomenal concepts look like they are apt to “capture” phenomenal properties in a way that 
no physical concept could. From that it is hastily and fallaciously concluded that physical 
concepts could not refer to phenomenal properties.  

It is undeniable that both 1 and 2 are versions of physicalism—1 is the so-called “realizer 

functionalism,” as opposed to “role functionalism,” while 2 goes along the lines of Papineau’s 

story about the “antipathetic fallacy”—and it would seem that each can be conjoined without 

danger of overt contradiction with the further thesis that the physical properties some 

phenomenal terms refer to are basic. (It is interesting that the conjunction of 2 and the thesis that 

some phenomenal properties are both physical and basic is available in principle even to 

                                                 
22 The hybrid approach that defines the physical as the domain of properties countenanced by an ideal physics and 
which are not mental, under certain assumptions, appears to have the same consequence. 

62 



 

somebody who grants that phenomenal concepts are hyperstable.) In general, what the 

physicalist cannot do is propose that phenomenal properties are physical and basic and leave it at 

that. But as long as he acknowledges the associated explanatory burden and seriously attempts to 

discharge it, he can enter the competition as a legitimate contender.   

 It may very well be that expanding 1 and 2 as suggested results in views that turn out to 

have a hard time measuring up to the explanatory standards they are expected to meet, or turn out 

to hinge on suspect theses about the import of phenomenal concepts. Further, advocates of 1 and 

2 would tend to look at empirical research to identify the referents of phenomenal terms, and 

such research might eventually favor metaphysically complex properties. What should be kept in 

mind, however, is that identifying phenomenal properties with basic physical properties is a 

position in logical space, and therefore a construal of the physical that predicts otherwise is 

inadequate.23  

 I turn now to introducing a novel account of the physical, which possesses a number of 

desirable features, such as the following: First, it is not beholden to physics (or any other science, 

for that matter), and therefore goes between the horns of Hempel’s dilemma. Second, it 

accommodates the logical possibility of emergent physical properties. These two features it 

shares in common with the construal due to Crook and Gillett. Third, it avoids all the objections 

that I leveled against the account by Crook and Gillett. This last virtue is due to my taking a 

linguistic turn in defining the physical, and applying the predicates “mental”/”non-mental” to 

expressions in the language, rather than to properties themselves.  

                                                 
23 If identifying mental properties with basic physical properties is a position in logical space, a slight 
rephrasing of the second horn of Hempel’s dilemma is in order. The possibility that the list of basic properties 
countenanced by ideal physics might include mental properties is in itself no cause for concern for the futurist.  
Futurism can be successful, however, only if phenomenal properties as referred to via phenomenal concepts are 
barred from the ontology of ideal physics. The verdict I reached about the plausibility of Poland’s response to 
Hempel’s dilemma remains, though, in place. 
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 Let L be an ideal language whose expressive powers are such that for any concept C that 

is graspable by some possible cognizer, there is in L a predicate P which expresses C. Some 

predicates of L have the distinguishing feature that it is a priori either that everything is such that 

if it satisfies that predicate, then it is conscious, or that everything is such that if it satisfies the 

negation of that predicate, it is conscious. I will call those “phenomenal predicates.” The 

predicates of L that lack this feature are the “non-phenomenal predicates” of L. Non-phenomenal 

predicates that have the further feature that their analysis in L involves no phenomenal predicates 

will be called “phenomenal-free predicates.” (The notion of the analysis of a predicate in L 

builds in the assumption that the analysans is formulated in most basic terms.) A pure 

phenomenal predicate is a phenomenal predicate such that atomic sentences containing it do not 

entail that something is P, for any non-phenomenal predicate, P, in L—except, I suppose, for the 

existence and self-identity predicates. A phenomenal predicate that is not pure in this sense will 

be called “an impure phenomenal predicate.” 

 Let A be the set of all true sentences in L that contain only pure phenomenal predicates 

(i.e., contain neither non-phenomenal nor impure phenomenal predicates). Let B be the set of all 

true sentences in L that contain only phenomenal-free predicates. A natural proposal to make 

about what it takes for the phenomenal to be fundamental would be the following:  

(1) The phenomenal is fundamental just in case B fails to either entail or 

metaphysically necessitate A.  

(Subsequent discussion will reveal that this principle actually builds in an assumption which may 

be deemed problematic. I’ll return to this point in the last section of Chapter 3.) 

 To give an account of what makes a property physical, it will be helpful to first introduce 

the notion of a hyperstable term: A hyperstable term is one that is insensitive to context, rigid (in 
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the sense that it picks out the same property relative to any world considered as counterfactual), 

and not world-indexed. The first two constraints are intended to ensure, in the terminology of the 

two-dimensional framework, that the primary and the secondary intension of hyperstable terms 

are both constant functions. The third requirement is intended to rule out expressions such as 

‘being Ana’s favorite property at t in @’, which are otherwise both context insensitive and rigid. 

Intuitively, the concepts expressed by hyperstable terms reveal to the subject who grasps 

them the very nature of the properties they pick out. Chalmers discuses in a different context the 

notion of a semantically neutral term. Being semantically neutral (which comes down to being 

insensitive to context—where the world of utterance is understood as a contextual parameter, 

too) is necessary but not sufficient for being hyperstable. Since any hyperstable term is by 

definition semantically neutral, the primary intension of a hyperstable term is identical to its 

secondary intension (modulo centering).  

 Here is a preliminary suggestion about how to characterize the notion of a physical 

property:  

 (2) A property is physical just in case either there is a hyperstable phenomenal-free 

predicate in L that picks it out, or it is logically/metaphysically necessitated by 

such  properties.  

(2) is problematic as it stands for two reasons. First, there could be functional terms (i.e., 

terms that pick out functional properties, rather than terms that pick out lower level properties via 

functional descriptions of them) which are phenomenal-free and hyperstable but pick out 

functional properties that are realized by phenomenal properties. Second, it could be objected 

that (2) fails to rule out intentional properties, if one makes a couple of assumptions, among 

which that intentionality can conceivably be dissociated from consciousness. If it is conceivable 
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for there to be intentionality without consciousness, the objection goes, then (2) classifies 

intentional properties under the heading “physical,” which is awkward, because it is 

counterintuitive to claim that if consciousness were shown to be reducible to intentionality, it 

would be thereby proved to be physical. I should say, first, that I am doubtful that intentionality 

is conceivable without consciousness, and, second, that those who tend to disagree are typically 

philosophers who do so in order to have an easier time making a case that intentionality is 

reducible to physical properties. As the view that intentionality could exist without 

consciousness but is nonetheless non-physical looks like a position in logical space, I will not 

incur unnecessary commitments and will qualify (2) as follows.     

Let us introduce the notion of an intentional-free predicate: a predicate in L counts as 

intentional-free just in case it is non-intentional and there are no intentional predicates in its 

analysis in L. Further, a predicate is non-intentional if and only if it is not a priori either that 

everything that satisfies it has an intentional state, or that everything that satisfies its negation has 

an intentional state. I propose to replace (2) with (3): 

 (3) A property is physical just in case either there is a hyperstable phenomenal-free, 

intentional-free predicate in L that picks it out and which is not functional, or it is 

logically/metaphysically necessitated by such properties.24 

 After deflecting in the next section some objections that could be raised against my 

account of the physical, I turn in the last section of Chapter 3 to developing an account of the 

explanatory gap and of the gap intuition.  

                                                 
24 To ward off further objections, other qualifications might be needed. Arguably, one would have to exclude from 
the relevant category of predicates those that are modal, those that can be satisfied by abstract objects, as well as the 
normative predicates.  
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Defense of the Proposed Account of the Physical from Objections  

 The main goal of this section is to respond to certain objections that could be raised 

against the account of the physical I have delineated in the foregoing.  

 Some attempts in the literature to frame the mind-body problem in terms of the non-

mental (which were chiefly motivated merely by the desire to sidestep Hempel’s dilemma) have 

prompted the criticism that, upon closer inspection, they fail to successfully handle Hempel’s 

dilemma because a structurally similar objection surfaces when seeking to offer support for 

physicalism via the familiar causal argument:  

(CP) Any physical event that has a cause at t has a physical cause at t.  
(CE1) Mental events cause physical events. 
(NO1) There is no overdetermination (of physical events by physical and mental events). 
(P1) Therefore, mental events are physical.  

The problem is alleged to emerge when trying to buttress the causal closure principle stated this 

time in terms of non-mental properties. This objection is raised by Gillett and Witmer,25 and is 

directed against a proposal due to Papineau and Spurrett.26 While, as we will see shortly, the 

target of the objection is substantively different from my own approach, the objection is also 

relevant to my story about how the physical should be understood. If Gillett and Witmer are 

right, then it might seem that physicalism understood in terms of my notion of the physical is in 

danger of encountering the specter of Hempel’s dilemma as soon as we look into the evidence 

typically offered in its favor. In the rest of this section I’ll examine the objection and argue that it 

is not successful.   

 To give a little bit of context, in a 1999 article, Papineau and Spurrett focus on the causal 

closure argument for physicalism and consider a version of Hempel’s dilemma that targets the 

                                                 
25 (Gillett & Witmer, 2001) 

26 (Papineau & Spurrett, 1999).  
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causal closure principle itself: if the causal closure principle is understood by reference to current 

physics, then it is very likely false, while if it is interpreted in terms of ideal physics, it is a 

nebulous thesis, unless we get a relatively firm grip on the notion of ideal physics. One might be 

tempted to circumscribe it as the complete theory that explains a certain domain of phenomena, 

but then both the causal closure principle and physicalism become trivially true. Therefore, one 

must avoid building completeness into the definition of ideal physics, but it is not clear how else 

to draw its boundaries without presupposing an antecedent notion of the physical. 

 In response, Papineau and Spurrett claim that a fruitful move would be to simply shift 

focus from the argument formulated in terms of physical properties to a parallel argument 

phrased in terms of non-mental properties. While the authors do not propose this as a definitional 

move (out of a desire to avoid “terminological tangles” and concentrate on issues of substance), 

they nonetheless style the thesis that the reformulated argument yields “a version of physicalism” 

(p. 25). The reformulated argument is labeled by Witmer and Gillet “the via negativa:” 

(CNM) Any non-mental event that has a cause at t has a straightforwardly non-mental cause at t. 
 
(CE2) Mental events cause straightforwardly non-mental events. 
 
(NO2) There is no overdetermination (of non-mental events by straightforwardly non-mental and 

mental events) 
 
(P2) Therefore, mental events must be understood in terms of straightforwardly non-mental  
        events.  

 The criticism raised by Gillett and Witmer against the via negativa is two-fold. First, they 

claim that if (CP) falls prey to Hempel’s dilemma, so does (CNM) (or at least a good prima facie 

case can be made to that effect, and therefore it is incumbent on the proponents of the via 

negativa to show that, despite appearances, (CNM) has better chances of escaping Hempel’s 

dilemma than (CP)). Second, Gillett and Witmer argue that there are respects in which (CP) is in 

fact in a better epistemic shape than (CNM).  
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 I will discuss the two criticisms in turn. Regarding the first criticism, a preliminary 

remark is in order. I have argued that the notion of the physical is not tied to physics, and 

therefore on my view (CP) as such is not subject to Hempel’s dilemma. A slightly modified 

version of the first objection is nonetheless pertinent to my account of the physical. According to 

it, my account of the physical renders one of the theses usually offered in support of physicalism 

(namely, the principle of the causal closure of the physical) vulnerable to an analogue of 

Hempel’s dilemma.   

 As part of the stage setting for their first criticism of the via negativa, Gillett and Witmer 

argue that (CNM) is a tenet that “greatly expands” (CP) (Gillett & Witmer, 2001, p. 304). 

Interestingly enough, their motivation for holding that is not the desire to leave room for some 

unusual sort of robust metaphysical trialism (i.e., the view that there are three different kinds of 

properties—mental, physical, and neither mental nor physical). Rather, they interpret ‘physical’ 

as tied to physics, and take (CNM) to cover in addition the kinds of events that it is in the 

business of the special sciences to explain.    

 Of course, the potential falsifiers of (CNM) that most readily spring to mind are bodily 

movements. (CNM) entails (1). 

(1) Bodily movements have sufficient straightforwardly non-mental causes. 

Gillet and Witmer ask how the claim that bodily movements are fully explainable in terms of 

non-mental events and laws governing them is justified. They argue that its justification 

necessarily goes via an appeal to physiological research: It is plausible to maintain that bodily 

movements are causally explainable in non-mental terms to the extent that it is reasonable to 

expect bodily movements to be causally explainable in terms of physiological events and laws. 

(2) Every bodily movement is causally determined by physiological events.  
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But then, the charge is, even though the term ‘non-mental’ is not itself beholden to theory 

change, the predicate ‘physiological’ is, and consequently the justification of (CNM) necessarily 

rests upon a thesis which falls prey to Hempel’s dilemma (i.e., (2)). If ‘physiological’ in (2) is 

tied to current physiological theory, since the latter is probably incomplete, (2) is likely false. 

Alternatively, if ‘physiological’ is spelled out in terms of an ideal physiology, (2) proves vague, 

and the danger arises that the ontology of an ideal physiological theory might end up including 

straightforwardly mental events. Either way, (2) is unsuited for the role of justifier for (CNM).       

 I do not think that Gillett and Witmer’s first criticism against the via negativa is 

successful.27 The advocate of the via negativa could respond to this objection that the second 

horn of Hempel’s dilemma can easily be blunted. Why does (1) tend to look compelling? 

Arguably, because the physiological information we possess at present seems to suggest that a 

complete explanatory story for behavior should in principle be available which is formulated 

only in terms employed by current physiology, perhaps supplemented with terms that are 

sufficiently similar to those, should it turn out that the ontology of current physiology is 

incomplete. If we are not yet in possession of such a complete account, it is only because of the 

limited character of our current knowledge about the exact way in which various complex bodily 

processes (among which are brain processes) work, but a fully worked out theory could in 

principle be attained. If “physiological” in (2) is tied to an ideal physiology (which, in turn, could 

be plausibly characterized as the complete theory that meets the explanatory goals deemed 

                                                 
27 (Montero & Papineau,  2005) also defends the via negativa against the criticism mounted by Gillett and Witmer. 
Their defense is different from mine and I think fails. For reasons of space, I cannot discuss it here.   
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distinctive of physiology, whatever those are), then the proponent of the via negativa could 

simply substitute (3) for (2): 

(3) Bodily movements have as sufficient causes straightforwardly non-mental 

physiological events.  

 It is worth emphasizing that, because emergent physical properties are conceivable, it is 

better to resort to ideal physiology when substantiating the causal closure principle than to appeal 

to ideal physics in the very definition of the physical.   

 One thing that their first criticism of the via negativa brings to light is that Gillett and 

Witmer interpret the causal argument in what I take to be a rather idiosyncratic fashion. They 

understand the predicate “physical” as having its extension fixed by physical science and not 

covering, for instance, the states and events that the special sciences are in the business of 

explaining. In particular, it is rather striking that they use “physical” in a way that excludes 

behavior from the category of physical events. I take it that this is different from how the causal 

closure argument is typically understood. The physicalists who worry over whether ‘physical’ in 

(CP) should be explicated by reference to current or ideal physics usually think that physics is 

broad enough to count as the relevant discipline because they assume that the properties within 

the purview of other natural sciences are logically/metaphysically supervenient on those studied 

by physics. Gillett and Witmer implicitly question the epistemic standing of that supposition, as 

they find very problematic even the justificatory status of the weaker claim that the domain of 

properties studied by the conjunction of physics, chemistry, biology, etc., is causally closed. 

They deem (CP) easier to establish than (CNM), and hold that “much of the appeal of the 

[original] causal argument appears to derive from this very point” (p. 308). Even though I find 

their reading of the causal argument rather peculiar, if their view of the relative epistemic merits 
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of (CP) and (CNM) is correct, then barring unexpected difficulties with the other premises, the 

causal argument as interpreted by them would clearly be superior to the causal argument on what 

I think of as its usual interpretation.  

 The gist of the second criticism due to Gillett and Witmer is expressed in the following 

passage, worth quoting in full: 

It seems to us that CP is clearly in a superior position. Physics supplies us with a relatively 
short list of forces and laws that offer a complete explanation of, say, why a particular 
electron accelerated when it did. In contrast, a startling number and variety of factors, 
usually with ceteris paribus conditions, must be invoked in explaining a bodily movement 
and these factors reach beyond physiology itself to other sciences such as biochemistry and 
genetics. […] [T]he special sciences must constantly stray into other fields of inquiry and 
their findings, not least because their objects of study are often composed by the entities of 
such sciences. […] In contrast, given the different character of its entities, physics may 
study its objects relatively unconcerned with other sciences and its prospects for complete 
explanations are far rosier. (Gillet & Witmer, 2001, p. 307) 

 It is highly doubtful that (CP) could be more secure epistemically that (CNM). When it 

comes to causal closure, the narrower the domain of properties declared causally closed, the 

more difficult to establish the corresponding causal closure thesis. It sounds plausible to claim 

that physics’ prospects for complete explanations are rosier than those of special sciences like 

biology only against the background of some heavy idealizations, which are illegitimate in the 

context of the causal argument for physicalism. In particular, one must abstract away from the 

fact that some of the events studied by physics appear to have among their causes events within 

the purview of the special sciences.  

 Focus for a second on (CE). When we find it intuitive that the mental is causally 

efficacious, it is not because we have evidence that mental events tend to cause specific types of 

microphysical events, or evidence that they tend to bring about events individuated at the level of 

analysis where physics broadly construed operates. Rather, the sort of evidence that comes to 

mind consists of cases where, as we typically put it, mental states cause behavior of various 
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kinds. (It is therefore rather unexpected for Gillett and Witmer to examine precisely the case of 

behavior in their discussion of the comparative merits of (CP) and (CNM)). If we interpret 

‘physical’ in the causal argument by reference to physical science (whether current or ideal is, as 

we know, a vexed question, and the realization that the criticism of via negativa proposed by 

Gillett and Witmer seems to presuppose that a satisfactory physics-based response to Hempel’s 

dilemma is available makes one feel a bit uneasy), and let that be called ‘physical*’, then (CE) 

has to be interpreted as the claim that mental states cause physical* events. Does ordinary 

experience provide evidence for this modified claim? Suppose that, as we like to put it, my desire 

to move my arm caused me to move my arm. Even though intuitively we talk about desires 

causing behavior, some of what is going on at the effect end of this causal relationship can be 

described at a physical* level of analysis: the desire caused a physical object (the arm) to 

describe a certain trajectory in space. Moreover, the resulting behavior can cause further changes 

in the environment which are unmistakably physical*, such as a chair toppling over.  

 Why is it that even though the physicalist grants that mental states cause behavior, she 

insists that the physical (in which she typically includes behavior) is causally closed? Because 

she is confident that a complete causal explanation of behavior can be given in purely non-

mental terms—i.e., an explanation that traces back that piece of behavior to various 

physiological processes in the body and ultimately to neurological happenings. That prospect 

renders mental states explanatorily expendable, and the further belief that “God couldn’t have 

been such a bad engineer” as to design a world where overdetermination is systematic and 

widespread forces the conclusion that, if mental states are really causally efficacious, their 

underlying nature must be physical. The events that make up this causal chain leading from brain 

goings-on to behavior appear to exceed the bounds of physics, however, and if Gillett and 
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Witmer have doubts that the special sciences which study these events and the laws governing 

them will be able to offer complete causal explanations “in the foreseeable future,” it seems to 

me that consistency forces them to accept that (CP), even interpreted in terms of physical* 

properties, partakes of the same kind of epistemic insecurity as (CNM).  

 To bring into sharper focus the point that I am pressing, higher level physical events 

appear to cause physical* events. If the physical logically/metaphysically supervenes on the 

physical*, all these instances of downward causation can be explained as derivative upon 

instances of same-level causation between physical* events. The hypothesis that the physical is 

not causally closed while the physical* is (which seems to be entertained by Gillett and Witmer 

as an epistemic possibility) entails that higher level physical events are something over and 

above the physical* events and, therefore, an argument is needed to establish that the appearance 

of downward causation (in this case of a quite robust variety, because not underwritten by same-

level causation) is an illusion. The suggestion that when we study physical* events in isolation 

from any possible influence from chemical, biological and mental events, we discover that 

complete causal explanations in physical* terms are typically forthcoming goes no way toward 

showing that the same holds when all these restrictions are dropped.  

 Consequently, there seems little reason to worry that my proposal to spell out the 

physical in terms of the non-mental (as specified in the previous section) either renders 

physicalism indirectly liable to an analogue of Hempel’s dilemma, or damages the epistemic 

standing of the physicalist stance by leading to an unnecessarily stronger, and hence more 

difficult to establish, causal closure principle.  
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A Generalized Derivability Construal of the Gap and an Account of the Gap Intuition   

The purpose of the current section is to elucidate the nature of both the explanatory gap 

and the gap intuition. Recall that, on the construal of the physical that I have put forward, a 

physical property is characterized as follows:          

(1) A property is physical just in case either there is a hyperstable phenomenal-free, 

intentional-free predicate in L that picks it out and which is not functional, or it is 

logically/metaphysically necessitated by such properties.  

Here is how I propose we should understand the notion of a basic physical property:  

(2) A basic physical property is a property such that there is a hyperstable 

phenomenal-free, intentional-free term in L that picks it out, and which is not 

logically/metaphysically necessitated by any other such properties.  

 We are now in a position to formulate a derivability construal of the explanatory gap that 

does not depend on any contingent assumptions about the relationship either between 

microphysics and physics or between physics and the special natural sciences:  

(3) The phenomenal generates an explanatory gap if and only if phenomenal 

properties do not logically supervene on the basic physical properties (where the 

notion of a physical and that of a basic physical property are understood as 

delineated in (1) and (2), respectively.)  

We can at this point also offer a more specific characterization of what it is for the phenomenal 

to be ontologically fundamental:  

(4) Phenomenal properties are ontologically fundamental if and only if they are not 

logically/metaphysically necessitated by the (basic) physical properties. 
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 Could it be that (3) still builds in assumptions which, to attain a fully general account of 

the gap, have yet to be identified and eliminated? Consider the following line of argument. 

Arguably, purely phenomenal properties are intrinsic and, in addition, satisfy (5) below.  

(5) For any intrinsic property P, there is in L a predicate, T, such that T is hyperstable 

and T picks out P. 

An argument can be put forth, which purports to show that the only intrinsic properties that could 

be expressed by hyperstable terms are phenomenal properties. Suppose all theoretical terms have 

their meaning exhausted by the role they play in the theories in which they are introduced. If that 

is right, it seems plausible to conclude that natural sciences tell us nothing about the intrinsic 

nature of the basic properties the existence of which they postulate.28 One possibility is that 

those basic properties are in fact phenomenal. In that case, since phenomenal properties are 

expressible by hyperstable terms, and any truth statable using only phenomenal-free (and logical) 

vocabulary is entailed/metaphysically necessitated by the set of all truths formulated using

pure phenomenal predicates, it is only the phenomenal properties that are fundamen

 only 

tal.  

                                                

  The alternative case to consider is that the basic properties postulated by natural sciences 

are not phenomenal. It seems that there are, then, two different cases to consider. On the one 

hand, suppose that the intrinsic properties that constitute the subject matter of natural sciences 

are in principle expressible by hyperstable terms. Even though our ordinary and scientific 

languages do not include such terms at the moment, such terms could in principle be introduced, 

and the corresponding concepts could be acquired. (Or, even if beyond our cognitive capabilities, 

this is attainable by some possible cognizer.) This option presents no problems for either (1) or 

(3), as the intrinsic properties that (at the moment) we are supposed to know about only 

 
28 The view that physics fails to give us any clues about the intrinsic properties of matter has probably been on the 
table since (Russell, 1927).  
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relationally, but which are in principle graspable, count on my account as physical. On the other 

hand, however, suppose that the intrinsic properties at issue are cognitively inaccessible to any 

possible thinker. As such, they are not expressible via hyperstable terms from the ideal language 

L and, therefore, do not count as physical according to (1). If that is the case, phenomenal 

properties can be ontologically fundamental or not, depending on whether they are something 

over and above this level of mysterious intrinsic properties. If the view that the phenomenal is 

constituted by more fundamental, ungraspable properties is coherent, then (4) needs to be 

amended in the following way, to accommodate such a possibility: 

(6) Phenomenal properties are ontologically fundamental if and only if either a) there 

are physical properties, and phenomenal properties are not 

logically/metaphysically necessitated by the (basic) physical properties, or b) 

there are no physical properties (for the reasons delineated), and the phenomenal 

properties are not logically/metaphysically necessitated by the intrinsic 

ungraspable properties that the natural sciences pick out merely relationally.  

Even though, as I will argue in Chapter 5, I do not think that the phenomenal could be 

constituted by something that is fundamentally non-phenomenal, whether physical in nature or 

mysteriously non-graspable, the view that the phenomenal is reducible to intrinsic unknowable 

properties (which reminds one of the position labeled ‘neutral monism’) should not be precluded 

by the very definition of what it is for the phenomenal to be ontologically fundamental.  

 If phenomenal properties are the only intrinsic properties, or if the central terms of 

natural sciences in fact pick out intrinsic ungraspable properties, it follows that nothing satisfies 

(1), and hence my account of the physical entails that there are, strictly speaking, no physical 

properties. One interesting question that this raises is whether, if there are no physical properties, 
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it would still make sense to talk about consciousness generating an explanatory gap. Arguably, it 

would. It is noteworthy that the gap intuition arises independently of whether the properties that 

the fundamental terms of physics, chemistry or biology turn out to pick out are intrinsic non-

phenomenal properties, or phenomenal properties, or intrinsic unknowable properties. 

Accordingly, if the explanatory gap is understood as closely tied to the gap intuition (as it 

probably ought to be understood), then it should be construed in such a way as to accommodate 

the absence of physical properties.   

 What this discussion brings out is the need for a further generalization in our search for 

the right construal of the gap. The explanatory gap consists in the lack of a certain type of 

explanation of the phenomenal in non-phenomenal terms, and the presence of an explanatory gap 

is compatible with the absence of physical properties in the strict sense of the term. In what 

follows I will provide a sketch of a general account of the explanatory gap, which is applicable 

whether or not there are physical properties. If there are physical properties, then the explanatory 

gap can be characterized in a more specific way in terms of failure of logical supervenience on 

the domain of basic physical properties, as I have suggested at the beginning of this section:  

(7) Let C be the collection of phenomenal-free predicates in L such that they pick out 

properties that are not logically necessitated by more basic properties which are 

also picked out by phenomenal-free predicates in L. Let D include all the true 

atomic sentences in L that specify exactly which objects satisfy the predicates in 

C plus statements of all the laws of nature that are expressible using only 

predicates from C (in addition to logical and modal terms).  For any phenomenal-

free predicate not in C, any truth to the effect that some object satisfies it at t is 

entailed by D. Likewise, any true identity statement/necessity statement 
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formulated only using phenomenal-free terms is deducible from D. The 

explanatory gap consists in the fact that parallel statements involving phenomenal 

terms such as ‘S is in pain at t’, ‘pain is the firing of C-fibers’ or the relevant 

necessity statements are by contrast not so deducible. 

   If there are physical properties, a more specific characterization can be given of what the 

gap phenomenon comes down to, as the derivation base will consist this time of all the basic 

physical properties:  

(8) Let A be the collection of phenomenal-free predicates in L that pick out basic 

physical properties. (This will be a specific subset of the set of hyperstable 

phenomenal-free, intentional-free terms from L.) Let B include all the atomic 

sentences in L that indicate which objects satisfy the predicates in A, as well as all 

the laws of nature that can be formulated only using predicates from A (in 

addition to logical and modal terms).  

 For any phenomenal-free predicate not in A, any truth to the effect that some 

object satisfies it at t is entailed by B. Likewise, any true identity 

statement/necessity statement formulated only using phenomenal-free terms is 

deducible from B. The explanatory gap consists in the fact that corresponding 

statements involving phenomenal terms are not derivable from B. 

 Let us now address ourselves to the question regarding the sources of the gap intuition. It is 

quite clear that mere lack of derivability from D is not enough to elicit a gap intuition. False 

identity statements that contain only phenomenal-free terms (such as ‘the liquid in rivers and 

lakes is acetic acid’), or false statements about particulars satisfying a certain phenomenal-free 

79 



 

predicate (e.g., ‘a is a sphere,’ when a is in fact a cube), even though not derivable from D, are 

not a similar source of puzzlement.  

Phenomenal statements (e.g., ‘a is in pain at t’) have the interesting feature that they are 

not deducible from any conceivably true D in L.  One could propose, then, that the gap intuition 

is grounded in the special property of phenomenal concepts that is responsible for this lack of 

derivability from any conceivably true D. Arguably, that property is that phenomenal concepts 

have basic constituents that are not among the atomic building blocks of any of the concepts 

expressible by predicates in C.29 In particular, the concept of consciousness looks like an 

ingredient of all phenomenal concepts, and though perhaps not itself basic, it is clearly not 

homogeneous with any of the basic constituents of the concepts expressible by predicates from 

C. Nevertheless, this suggestion is not adequate either because it predicts that phenomena like 

water and temperature should present the same sort of puzzle as consciousness.   

The explanatory gap and the gap intuition are grounded in distinct but closely connected 

properties of phenomenal terms. What generates the former is that phenomenal terms go beyond 

the conceptual resources of D. That’s something that holds for ‘water’ or ‘temperature’ too, to 

the extent that the concepts expressed by them contain phenomenal constituents. What is 

responsible for the gap intuition is that factor in conjunction with the further feature that 

phenomenal terms are hyperstable. In particular, being hyperstable rules out being a natural kind 

term. Unlike the concept of water or temperature, phenomenal concepts are not natural kind 

concepts.  That is to say, by contrast with water or temperature, they do not purport to pick out 

                                                 
29 I am assuming here that P fails to entail Q only if Q contains a term such that the concept expressed by it cannot 
be analyzed in terms of the basic building blocks of the concepts expressed by the terms from P. One might worry 
that the following is a counterexample to this assumption: ‘a is an experience as of red’ entails ‘a is not an 
experience as of green’, and yet, arguably, the concept of green cannot be analyzed in terms of the basic components 
of the concept of red. I suspect, however, that the use of negation is key here. While there appear to exist pairs of 
basic concepts that cannot apply to the same thing (at the same time) on pain of contradiction, I doubt that there can 
be two distinct basic concepts such that it is analytic that if an object falls under one, then it falls under the other.  
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some underlying nature via a set of superficial properties. That is the reason why, when the 

physicalist tells us, for example, that pain is identical to the firing of C-fibers, we do not 

understand how that could possibly turn out to be true. Just on the basis of grasping the concept 

of pain, we are confident that there is no hidden nature of pain that only empirical investigation 

could uncover. The nature of pain seems to be revealed to us simply by virtue of possessing the 

concept of pain, and therefore we strongly believe that no surprises could be awaiting us.  

 One could extrapolate these considerations and offer the following account of what it is 

in general for a set of properties, X, as  referred to via a certain set of predicates, Z, to generate 

an explanatory gap, as well as a gap intuition, relative to a set of properties, Y, as referred to via 

a set of predicates, U:  

(9) A set of properties, X, referred to via a set of predicates, Z, generates an 

explanatory gap relative to a set of properties, Y, referred to via a set of 

predicates, U if and only if a complete Z-description of the distribution of the X 

properties in conjunction with the laws of nature whose formulation does not 

require using any non-logical, non-modal terms not in Z fails to entail a complete 

U-description of the distribution of the Y properties. Further, the X properties, as 

referred to via the terms in Z, also elicit a gap intuition if and only if the 

predicates in Z are hyperstable. 
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CHAPTER 4 
EXPLANATORY POWER CONSTRUALS OF THE GAP 

In Chapter 4, I present and examine the prospects for two construals of the gap that 

belong to the explanatory power family and which are suggested by certain remarks on the gap 

that J. Levine makes at two different stages in his thinking about this problem. In the first 

section, I distinguish between an early “no-causal-role-concept account” of the gap (NCC), and a 

more recent “thick-concept account” (TC). NCC is a version of what Levine calls in Purple Haze 

“ascriptivist non-exceptionalism,” while TC is a type of “non-ascriptivist non-exceptionalism.”1 

(The two labels will be explained in due course.) In the second section of the chapter, the two 

Levine inspired accounts are examined critically. A key criticism that I level against NCC is that, 

even if we grant the (highly dubious) conception of scientific reduction that NCC rests on, and, 

in particular, the underlying view of the justification of theoretical identifications, NCC is a 

highly unstable position on the nature of the gap. TC will prove to rest on non-ascriptivism about 

the content of macrophysical concepts, and my main objection against TC is that conceptual non-

ascriptivism is a highly problematic view. While in the second section I articulate this objection 

and indicate the broad outlines of my argument in support of it, it will be the object of the last 

section to substantiate it.  

Two Accounts of the Gap Inspired by J. Levine: NCC and TC 

Since Levine isn’t a particularly rigorous writer, and the picture of the gap that emerges 

from some of his papers might even be suspected of incoherence, I wish to evade the question 

whether these are really accounts of the gap that at some time or other he would have recognized 

as his own. Instead, for these as well as other reasons, it is better to ultimately think of them as 

construals of the gap inspired by Levine.     

 
1 (Levine, 2001, pp. 50-52).  



 

 Levine’s conception of the explanatory gap seems to have undergone significant changes 

over the years. While there are a few important recurring themes in his thinking about the gap, 

there are also important respects in which he changed his mind. Among the common elements 

there are the idea that a theoretical identification is justified by its explanatory potential, the 

emphasis on the link between explanation of macroscopic phenomena and deduction, and an 

attempt to draw a sharp contrast between ordinary theoretical identifications and psychophysical 

ones by developing a certain picture about the justification of the former, and then arguing that 

this picture could not fit the psychophysical case because of a marked dissimilarity between 

phenomenal concepts and ordinary macroscopic concepts like ‘water’ or ‘heat.’  

 One significant change in his thinking has to do with the fact that in more recent writings 

he subscribes to a version of non-ascriptivism about conceptual content. This is bound up with an 

important difference in his conception of the contrast between phenomenal concepts and 

macroscopic concepts that unproblematically support theoretical identifications. 

Let us take a closer look at the two accounts of the gap inspired by Levine, i.e., NCC and 

TC. If we focus on the justification of ordinary theoretical identifications, and we bracket the fact 

that the macrophysical concepts involved may have phenomenal components, the justification 

consists, according to a derivability view of the gap such as Chalmers’s, in the deducibility of the 

identity statement, roughly, from a full description of the microphysical. It is tempting to 

interpret some of the claims Levine makes (at least from (Levine, 1993) on) as an implicit 

rejection of this model, and as suggesting instead that familiar theoretical identifications are 

justified by their explanatory power. Even if ‘water is H2O’ is not itself derivable from the 

microphysical, it is warranted in virtue of its explanatory potential: assuming it is true enables us 

to explain the macrophysical properties of water. The fact that these macroscopic properties are 
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instantiated under such and such circumstances is explained or rendered intelligible because it is 

derivable from a full description of the microphysical (P) plus bridge principles like ‘water is 

H2O.’ The bridge principles are required in order to connect the micro and macro vocabularies, 

and their acceptance is justified to the extent that they license this type of derivation of 

macroscopic truths.2 

 This much both NCC and TC share in common, as well as the general tenet that one 

cannot tell a similar story about psychophysical identities because there’s a crucial difference 

between phenomenal concepts and concepts like water or heat. One important difference 

between NCC and TC is that NCC rests on ascriptivism about the macroscopic concepts that 

support scientific reduction—such as water, heat, etc., while TC is based on non-ascriptivism 

about these concepts. Another, not unrelated, difference is that according to NCC, the main 

source of the epistemic asymmetry between ordinary theoretical identifications and 

psychophysical ones is that phenomenal concepts are not causal role concepts, while TC has it 

that the epistemic asymmetry derives from the peculiar “thickness” of phenomenal concepts.  

 Certain remarks (Levine, 1993)   makes about the gap suggest he might have been 

attracted to NCC at the time.3 TC is inspired by Levine’s reflections on the gap in Purple Haze. 

It should be noted that NCC is a version of what Levine calls in Purple Haze “ascriptivist non-

exceptionalism,” while TC is a brand of “non-ascriptivist non-exceptionalism.”  

                                                 
2 One disconcerting aspect of discussions of the explanatory gap is that it seems not all participants mean the same 
by ‘microphysics.’ I will work under the assumption that Levine would take the gist of what he says about the 
micro-macro relationship as he understands the micro level to hold true even if one thought of microphysics as 
Chalmers does.  

3 It should be noted that some claims Levine makes in “On Leaving out What It’s Like” are not compatible with 
NCC, nor more generally with an explanatory power model of scientific reduction, and sound more in line with a 
derivability account of the gap. The problematic passages are those where Levine spells out what he deems to be the 
intimate link between the existence in the psychophysical case of an explanatory gap and the persistence of a certain 
type of conceivability intuitions. In fact, the relationship between his conception of the gap and the knowledge and 
the zombie arguments is, I think, systematically mischaracterized throughout his writings, except for some places in 
Purple Haze—which is not, however, completely free of confusing remarks on this topic. 
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  Levine presents in Purple Haze two possible responses on behalf of the type B 

materialist to the argument about the conceivability of zombies (i.e., creatures that are physically 

indiscernible from us but lack consciousness): exceptionalism (E) and non-exceptionalism (NE). 

The Exceptionalist4 grants that there is a disanalogy between water and pain in that truths about 

water are derivable from microphysical truths5 while truths about one’s pain are not derivable 

from truths about oneself expressed in physical terms, and so accepts that zombies are 

conceivable, and denies the conceivability of zombie-H2O (i.e., H2O that is not water assuming 

that all the microphysical facts are the same as in actual world). According to NE, zombies are 

indeed conceivable, but so also is zombie-H2O. There is an ascriptivist and a non-ascriptivist 

brand of NE. In the book, Levine professes his allegiance to the non-ascriptivist version, but he 

emphasizes that a non-exceptionalist can still oppose the conceivability argument even if she 

would rather resist non-ascriptivism, and characterizes the ascriptivist variety of NE as “a 

plausible position” (Levine, 2001, p. 66).  

 Ascriptivist NE entails that macroscopic concepts do have ascriptive contents (e.g., it is a 

priori that water is the watery stuff around here), but despite that, familiar theoretic 

identifications are not derivable from the microphysical because there is a radical disconnect 

between the macrophysical and the microphysical vocabulary. If a possible world is described in 

macroscopic terms excluding ‘water’ and its cognates, one is able to determine what the English 

word ‘water’ as used by a speaker in that world picks out there. However, the same is supposed 

not to be the case if the world is described in microphysical terms. ‘water is H2O’ is justified by 

                                                 
4 In (Levine, 1998), the philosopher sounds exceptionalist.  

5 Following Levine, I am idealizing away from the fact that macroscopic concepts like ‘water’ have phenomenal 
constituents.  
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its explanatory power, i.e., because it enables us to explain the macrophysical properties of water 

in a special fashion.   

A Closer Look at the Two Accounts and their Shortcomings  

 Here’s the sense in which the phenomenal generates an explanatory gap according to 

NCC. While ordinary theoretical identifications are “fully explanatory” (e.g., supposing that 

water is H2O explains all that needs to be explained), “there is a gap in the explanatory import” 

of psychophysical identifications6: the assumption that qualia are identical with such and such 

physical properties leaves unexplained the very qualitative character of experience. 

A natural way to try to flesh out this thought is the following. Let a be a state of pain, and 

F a phenomenal feature of a. The complaint would then be that from a full description of the 

microphysical plus the claim that pain is the firing of C-fibers, one cannot deduce that a has F.    

To assess this proposal it is useful to take a closer look at the reduction of water to H2O. 

It is important to note that typically other bridge principles in addition to ‘water is H2O’ are 

needed, according to Levine, to get from microphysics to statements about the macroscopic 

properties of water. For example, that water boils at 212○F is only derivable from P in 

conjunction with ‘water is H2O’ and some parallel statement about boiling:  

P & water is H2O & boiling is being G  → water boils at 212 F 

(G belongs to the vocabulary of microphysics). ‘boiling is being G’ is justified in a parallel 

manner, i.e., by its explanatory power: together with other suitable bridge principles, it enables 

us to get from the microphysical to true statements about the macroscopic properties of boiling.  

Going back to the conditional about pain, one will wonder why this is not just a case 

where we simply need another bridge principle to arrive at ‘a has F’? P & (pain is the firing of C-

                                                 
6 This formulation is from (Levine, 1983, p. 357).  
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fibers) only implies that a is a pain state. To be able to derive ‘a has F’, another bridge principle 

of the form ‘being F is being H’ is required, where H belongs to the vocabulary of microphysics.  

Here is what Levine says about what is at bottom responsible for the explanatory 

asymmetry: 

The picture of theoretical reduction and explanation that emerges is of roughly the 
following form. Our concepts of substances and properties like water and liquidity can be 
thought of as representations of nodes in a network of causal relations, each node itself 
capable of further reduction to yet another network, until we get down to the fundamental 
causal determinants of nature. We get bottom-up necessity, and thereby explanatory force, 
from the identification of the macroproperties with the microproperties because the 
network of causal relations constitutive of the micro level realizes the network of causal 
relations constitutive of the macro level. Any concept that can be analyzed in this way will 
yield to explanatory reduction. (Levine, 1993, p. 551)   

Levine argues that what renders phenomenal concepts not suitable for “explanatory reduction” 

and so engenders an explanatory gap in the case of psychophysical identifications is the fact that 

phenomenal concepts do not express causal roles (i.e., that they do not refer to the property they 

pick out as the property that is causally related in specific ways to certain other properties): 

What seems to be responsible for the explanatory gap … is the fact that our concepts of 
qualitative character do not represent, at least in terms of their psychological contents, 
causal roles. (…) [T]o the extent that there is an element in our concept of qualitative 
character that is not captured by features of its causal role, to that extent it will escape the 
explanatory net of a physicalistic reduction. (Levine, 1993, p. 553) 

What these remarks suggest is that if a micro-macro bridge principle is to be adequately 

justified (i.e., “fully explanatory”), the macroscopic concept it contains must express a causal 

role.   

The important question that arises is whether the view that scientific reduction is justified 

not by deducing the identity statement from a lower level description of the facts but rather by 

explanatory fruitfulness (understood as above) is really compatible with the claim that 

adequately warranted bridge principles are bound to employ causal role concepts. This question 

must be answered in the negative. An explanatory-power model of scientific reduction that 
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incorporates ascriptivism about macroscopic concepts must rest on the assumption that there are 

macroscopic concepts that are not causal role concepts, lack conceptual ties to microphysical 

concepts, but still turn out to pick out lower-level state. The tenet that ascriptive macroscopic 

concepts which neither express causal roles nor are conceptually homogeneous with 

microphysical concepts can nevertheless pick out lower-level states must be backed up by an 

espouser of NCC through an argument to the best explanation: supposing that such a concept 

picks out a certain microphysical state is justified because, when added to a full description of 

the microphysical, it enables us to derive the relevant collection of macroscopic truths. That 

NCC does indeed entail that there must be macroscopic concepts possessing all the features I 

have indicated is made clear by the following argument: Suppose all macrophysical concepts are 

ascriptive, and express causal roles. If all the basic concepts that these concepts are built out of 

were also among the building blocks of microphysical concepts, scientific reduction would 

always be underwritten by entailment, for merely building causal role concepts out of 

constituents of microphysical concepts could not possibly generate a derivability failure, if the 

relevant macro-micro identity statements are true in the first place.  

Thus, NCC proves to be a highly unstable conception of the gap. It combines a certain 

view about scientific reduction with an alleged explanation of why phenomenal terms do not 

support scientific reduction. However, it turns out that the underlying view about scientific 

reduction can only be true if the purported account of the exceptional character of phenomenal 

concepts is mistaken. Since the truth of the former requires that there be basic concepts that 

support reduction, it cannot be that the reason why phenomenal states are not amenable to 

reduction is that phenomenal concepts are not causal role concepts.   
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 Consequently, even granting the adequacy of the ascriptivist explanatory power model of 

scientific reduction (which is already too much to grant), NCC proves unable to capture the 

epistemic asymmetry it was intended to.   

 An additional problem with NCC stems from the fact that the picture of scientific 

reduction entailed by ascriptivist non-exceptionalism is implausible. There do not seem to be any 

good reasons for an ascriptivist to resist the view that true theoretical identifications are entailed 

by a complete description of the distribution of basic physical properties together with statements 

that express the laws governing those, of course, if we abstract away from the fact that some 

macrophysical concepts have phenomenal constituents. Levine suggests it is implausible to 

suppose that macrophysical truths are derivable from a full description of the microphysical. The 

view that exhaustive information about the behavior of microphysical entities conclusively fixes 

all consciousness-free macroscopic goings-on is upheld in (Chalmers, 2001). If it might seem 

problematic to maintain that a full description of the world in quantum mechanical terms entails, 

for instance, theoretical identifications such as ‘water is H2O’, the weaker claim that ‘water is 

H2O’ is deducible from a full description of the universe couched in quantum mechanical and 

chemical vocabulary looks hard to object to, if conceptual ascriptivism lies in the background. 

Suppose the concept of water is the concept of the watery stuff around here, i.e, roughly of the 

clear, drinkable liquid to be found in the rivers, lakes, etc., from our environment. Given that, 

and bracketing the phenomenal aspects the concept of water specifies, it sounds quite plausible 

to say that complete information about the distribution and chemical properties of the compound 

H2O, along with information about the chemical effects of H2O on our bodies entails that H2O is 

water.7   Pointing out that, in fact, on a more general conception of scientific reduction, the 

                                                 
7 If biological aspects are relevant, and it is suspected that they are not deducible from microphysics plus chemistry, 
they can be simply added to the supervenience base.  
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supervenience base consists in all the fundamental physical properties, rather than just the 

microphysical ones, makes it clear that ascriptivist non-exceptionalism is highly undermotivated. 

Turning now to TC, it entails that the reduction of water to H2O is justified by its 

enabling us to explain the superficial properties of water (such as, for instance, its boiling point) 

via a priori conditionals of the form: 

P & water = H2O & boiling = being F → water boils at 212 F 

 The other bridge principle, ‘Boiling is being F’, is justified in a similar manner. Eventually, the 

reduction of macrophysical to microphysical properties is justified holistically, in the sense that 

there is assumed to be a very comprehensive set of bridge principles which is justified as a whole 

in virtue of being the unique such set that enables us to account for the entire network of 

privileged beliefs about the macrophysical (or the entire network of true beliefs about the 

macrophysical) via a priori conditionals of the form specified. This much TC shares with NCC. 

One difference between them is that, unlike NCC, TC rests on non-ascriptivism about 

macrophysical concepts.  

 One objection that could be raised against TC is that, on a non-ascriptivist semantics of 

macrophysical terms, there is no guarantee that the conditions laid out by Levine are sufficient to 

single out a unique set of bridge principles. The only constraint imposed by this model on what 

macro-micro mapping counts as adequate is that the micro phenomena that one identifies the 

macro phenomena with must be causally interconnected in certain ways, while nothing is said 

about the intrinsic nature of the states that macro-physical terms can turn out to pick out. This 

suggests that there is no principled reason why we should expect to find only one set of bridge 

principles that satisfies the requirements imposed, which in turn casts doubt on the model of 

reductive explanation that TC relies on.  
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 Be that as it may, the major liability of TC is that it appeals to conceptual non-

ascriptivism about macrophysical concepts to account for the epistemic asymmetry between the 

macro-physical and consciousness. I believe it’s unfortunate that Levine does not draw a sharp 

distinction between ascriptivism about linguistic expressions and ascriptivism about conceptual 

content, but rather gives the impression that they are a package deal. It is hardly the case that 

ascriptivism about conceptual content and ascriptivism about linguistic expressions are 

inseparable. In fact, as soon as it becomes clear that ascriptivism versus non-ascriptivism about 

items in the language is a false dichotomy, much of the motivation for embracing non-

ascriptivism about conceptual content vanishes.  

The considerations typically adduced in favor of non-ascriptivism—both linguistic and 

conceptual—pertain to the work of Kripke and Putnam. In the next section, I will argue that the 

arguments provided by Kripke and Putnam about the semantics of expressions like proper names 

and natural kind terms fail to establish linguistic non-ascriptivism as Levine understands it. 

(Searle’s criticisms of Kripke from (Searle, 1997) and (Searle, 1999) are quite illuminating in 

this connection.)  The claim that there are no modes of presentation associated with proper 

names and natural kind terms as a matter of semantics is compatible with rejecting the causal 

historical account. As Searle argues with regard to proper names, pace Kripke, what fixes their 

extension is not a matter of certain brute causal relationships obtaining, but rather some 

intentional content in the speaker’s mind, i.e., a mode of presentation the speaker associates with 

the term and which uniquely identifies the object(s) picked out. The mode of presentation need 

not be the same across the entire linguistic community, or single out the object via a property of 

it that is in any sense remarkable. 
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In fairness to Levine, it should be mentioned that, while impressed with what he terms 

“the Kripke-Putnam revolution” (Levine, 2001, p. 54), he emphasizes also Quinean scruples as 

part of his motivation to endorse non-ascriptivism. It is quite mysterious, however, why he 

deems such scruples perfectly compatible with ascriptivism about phenomenal concepts. It is 

worth emphasizing that, as interpreted, TC essentially relies on the claim that phenomenal 

concepts, in contrast to macrophysical concepts, are ascriptive, for that is what is intended to 

explain the epistemic asymmetry between consciousness and the macrophysical. Another curious 

aspect is that Levine maintains he cannot accept that the only a priori truths are the logical ones, 

because de re necessities come out brute on that view. Therefore, he is willing to make the 

concession that certain concepts build in the proviso that whatever falls under them does so in all 

the possible worlds in which it exists (Levine, 2001, p. 43). It is far from clear why he deems this 

concession compatible with the Quinean scruples that have contributed to his shunning full-

blown ascriptivism.  

Recall that TC purports to explain the epistemic asymmetry by appealing to a contrast 

between thick and thin concepts, and I have interpreted the thick-thin distinction as equivalent to 

the contrast ascriptive vs. non-ascriptive.  At times Levine does sound as though that is precisely 

the sense in which phenomenal concepts are thick: they, unlike ordinary macroscopic concepts, 

have ascriptive content.  It is fair to mention, however, that some rather cryptic remarks that 

Levine makes about the connection between the thickness of phenomenal concepts and the 

“subjectivity” of phenomenal experience or the special epistemic access we have to our 

conscious states engender the suspicion that the “thickness” of phenomenal concepts might in his 

view go beyond possessing ascriptive content, having to do with the special epistemic properties 

of qualia. Levine sometimes sounds as though consciousness generated in a sense two 
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explanatory gaps, one of which might turn out to be more fundamental than the other: there is a 

first-order gap for which it is phenomenal features themselves that are responsible, but there also 

seems to be a second order gap, as it were, which is generated by the special nature of our 

epistemic access to our phenomenal states, or as he sometimes puts it, by the subjectivity of 

conscious experience. While Levine’s position on the relationship between the gap and the 

special epistemic access we have to our current mental states remains hard to pin down, Sturgeon 

developed in some detail an approach to the gap that postulates an essential connection between 

the two. Sturgeon’s proposal to understand the gap as a consequence of the special epistemic role 

of phenomenal concepts, which he employs in an attempt to block the argument from the gap to 

dualism, will be examined and evaluated in Chapter 5.  

The Epistemic Credentials of Conceptual Non-Ascriptivism  

 Physicalists are not exactly famous for painstakingly arguing for the semantic views on 

which the plausibility of their metaphysics often depends. For instance, it is not unusual for them 

to embrace a version of NA about linguistic expressions and/or conceptual content on the 

grounds that Kripke and Putnam have shown it to be right. Recall that, according to linguistic A, 

what’s responsible for fixing the extension of a term is a mode of presentation awareness of 

which is guaranteed by semantic competence. (The mode of presentation must thus be the same 

for all competent speakers.) Conceptual ascriptivism is the view that what determines the 

extension of a concept is a mode of presentation that’s cognitively accessible to the subject 

merely in virtue of his grasping the concept. Linguistic NA entails that the extension fixing 

mechanism for linguistic expressions essentially involves external factors that the competent 

speaker need know nothing about, such as causal relations with the environment. Conceptual NA 

is the parallel thesis about what fixes the extension of concepts.   
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 The relevance of NA to the explanatory gap is two-fold. First, as we have seen, there are 

construals of the gap that attempt to account for the epistemic asymmetry between consciousness 

and the macro-physical by claiming that, while phenomenal concepts are ascriptive, 

macrophysical concepts which support reductive explanation (such as water, gold, temperature, 

etc.) are non-ascriptive. (This is the case of what I labeled “the thick concept” construal of the 

gap inspired by Levine.) Second, the discussion of physicalist responses to the gap problem from 

Chapter 5 will reveal that some physicalists are inclined to counter the gap argument by arguing 

that, although consciousness may not be derivable from basic physical facts, that has no 

metaphysical significance because neither are familiar macrophysical facts about water, 

temperature, etc. The lack of derivability claim about macrophysical phenomena appears to be 

justified by an appeal to NA. In both cases, it is conceptual, rather than linguistic, A that is relied 

upon.8   

 It appears that the effect of the arguments proposed by Kripke and Putnam was to create a 

presumption against the otherwise quite intuitive stance that the mechanisms of reference fixing 

for both linguistic expressions and concepts involve possession of a uniquely identifying mode 

of presentation of the referent, and in favor of the less intuitive view that reference fixing 

essentially depends on factors that may be beyond the individual’s ken. Levine, for instance, 

writes: “[e]ver since the Kripke-Putnam revolution, it’s been taken for granted that internal 

meaning alone cannot determine extension […] [W]hether it still has a substantive role to play in 

determining extension is still a matter of debate” (Levine, 2001, p. 54).  The legitimacy of this 

                                                 
8 Block and Stalnaker, for instance, would seem to belong here, though what they explicitly reject is linguistic, 
rather than conceptual A. It is clear, however, that the conceptual variety of A is presupposed by their goals.  
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presumption seems rarely questioned. My main goal in this section is to make a case that it is in 

fact ill-founded.9 

 In the present section, I take a look at the arguments advanced by Kripke10 and Putnam11 

and argue that they fail to establish the kind of NA needed by physicalists to counter the 

challenges posed by the gap argument, namely conceptual NA. Kripke’s discussion of natural 

kind terms is modeled on his account of proper names, under the assumption that there is a deep 

semantic similarity between the two kinds of expressions. Even though Searle12 offered what I 

take to be a successful rebuttal of Kripke’s causal theory of proper names, both his arguments 

against Kripke and the version of descriptivism about proper names that Searle defends seem to 

have received little notice in the literature. In this section, I first review the Kripke-Searle debate 

about proper names, and then argue that in light of Searle’s insights, the objections leveled by 

Kripke and Putnam against descriptivism about natural kind terms can likewise be laid to rest.  

 To bring into sharper focus the import of Kripke’s semantic views, their bearing on the 

theses of linguistic and conceptual A and NA, as well as the strategies available to a conceptual 

ascriptivist faced with Kripke’s arguments, let us distinguish between the following three 

questions. For simplicity, both the questions and the answers to them that I lay out are phrased in 

                                                 
9 A full-scale defense of conceptual ascriptivism goes beyond the scope of the present study. In this section I focus 
on the views advanced by Kripke and Putnam, which constitute a major development in natural language semantics 
with a sweeping influence in many philosophical circles. Considerations of space will prevent the discussion of 
other views which could also be used to support NA, such as indicator semantics (espoused, for instance, by Dretske 
and Fodor) and teleological theories (upheld, for example, by Millikan).  

10 (Kripke, 1980). 

11 (Putnam, 1975). 

12 (Searle, 1982). 
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terms of proper names, but parallel questions and answers can be formulated for natural kind 

terms.13  

1. What does a name contribute to the proposition expressed by an utterance containing it? 
 
2. What does competence in the use of a name consist in? (In virtue of what do I manage to use 
the name ‘N’ as a name for x?) 
 
3. In virtue of what is my thought a thought about object x? 

 Question 3 is the most basic. One possible answer to 3 is that my thought is about object 

x because I am in possession of a uniquely identifying mode of presentation of x. This is what I 

labeled “conceptual ascriptivism.” As Searle points out, the mode of presentation in question 

need not be expressible by any definite description in the language: “in some cases the only 

‘identifying description’ a speaker might have that he associates with the name is simply the 

ability to recognize the object” (Searle, 1999, p. 233). A very different answer would be that my 

thought is about x in virtue of some external, causal, relationship holding between me and x14, 

which given our Levine inspired nomenclature, counts as a species of conceptual non-

ascriptivism.     

 In response to question 1, one could maintain that the name contributes to the proposition 

expressed the referent, or, alternatively, some mode of presentation of the referent (i.e., a sense). 

Given how sense is traditionally understood, if one opts for the latter alternative, semantic 

competence will require knowing what the associated sense is.  

 As for question 2, on the assumption that one endorses a direct reference theory of proper 

names (i.e., the first option mentioned in response to question 1), one can claim that semantic 

                                                 
13 In what follows I go along with Kripke’s treatment of natural kind terms as directly referring terms that pick out 
natural kinds.  

14 There is room for variation here, as there may be reasons to impose instead the requirement that a causal 
relationship hold between the speaker and the initial baptism, or the gradual process by which the name got 
introduced, or the event of introducing an entire system of names.  
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competence typically requires in the case of proper names that the speaker have an associated 

mode of presentation that picks out the referent uniquely. Another possibility is to say that 

semantic competence is rather a matter of a certain causal relationship holding between the 

speaker and the referent.15 If to the former option the proviso is added that the mode of 

presentation is the same across the entire community of competent speakers, we get linguistic 

ascriptivism. The second option is a version of linguistic non-ascriptivism that features a so-

called “causal-historical” chain.  

 It is crucial to note that linguistic ascriptivism and non-ascriptivism, while mutually 

exclusive, are not contradictories. There is a third position in logical space according to which, 

even though a uniquely identifying mode of presentation is required for semantic competence, it 

need not be the same for all competent users of the name. Searle can be interpreted as attempting 

to steer just such a middle course between linguistic A and NA. Note also that conceptual 

ascriptivism and non-ascriptivism are, by contrast, genuine contradictories.  Either possessing a 

concept requires grasping a uniquely identifying mode of presentation or it does not. (In the case 

of proper names, on a direct reference theory that rejects both linguistic A and linguistic NA, it 

would be natural to maintain that different competent users of a name may associate different 

concepts with it.)  

 The existence of a middle ground position between linguistic A and NA is of the utmost 

importance for our goal of evaluating physicalism, because this position is compatible with 

conceptual A. Therefore, conceptual and linguistic A are not a package deal, as Levine 

assumes.16 More specifically, one can be a conceptual ascriptivist while denying the claim built 

                                                 
15 See previous footnote.  

16 See, for instance, (Levine, 2001, pp. 53-55), where he introduces the terms ‘ascriptivism’ and ‘non-ascriptivism’, 
and where he writes as though the conceptual and the linguistic variety were interchangeable.  
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into linguistic A that the uniquely identifying mode of presentation must be the same for all 

competent speakers.  

 Searle clearly sees his disagreement with Kripke regarding proper names as one over how 

to answer question 2. With regard to question 3, Searle explicitly endorses conceptual A. As for 

Kripke, some of what he says might suggest that he takes himself to have answered not just 2, 

but also 3, and that he upholds a corresponding non-ascriptivist view of thought content. More 

importantly, however, quite apart from Kripke’s own intentions, his arguments are deemed by 

many to have established a version of conceptual NA as well.  

 Since my ultimate goal is to ascertain whether the physicalists who resort in their 

response to the gap problem to conceptual NA are right in supposing that its truth was 

established by Kripke, the following question presents itself. Regardless of the intentions that 

Kripke himself might have had, is it the case that, if we had been persuaded by Kripke’s 

arguments for linguistic NA, we would have had to thereby adopt conceptual NA as well? 

 It generally looks like a good idea to give parallel answers to questions 2 and 3. For one 

thing, it is plausible that semantic reference is derivative upon mental reference. Couldn’t one 

perhaps argue, though, that even if Kripke’s defense of linguistic NA had been successful, an 

additional argument would have been needed to bridge the gap between language and thought? A 

view that requires modes of presentation for reference in thought but not for linguistic reference 

makes it much easier, for instance, to make statements about tigers than to think about them. 

Therefore, on a mixed view of this sort, it would be possible for a speaker to talk about tigers 

using ‘tiger’, while being unable to think about them, on the grounds that he stands in the right 

causal relationship to tigers, but associates no uniquely identifying mode of presentation with the 

token of ‘tiger’ that is part of his statement. (To his statements there corresponds just an 
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incomplete thought.) As we have here a hardly desirable consequence, a combination of 

linguistic NA and conceptual A does not look tenable.  

 This is a significant result because it means that, irrespective of whether Kripke intended 

his causal account of reference to apply not just to language, but also to thought, if we do not 

want to be stuck with conceptual NA, we have no other option but to rebut Kripke’s arguments 

for linguistic NA. To anticipate, the gist of the criticism Kripke will be faced with is that, even 

though successful in refuting linguistic A, his arguments fail to establish linguistic NA, because 

they fail to block the middle ground position we have identified between the two.    

 I turn now to examining the controversy between Kripke and Searle over the semantics of 

proper names. That will enable us to draw some instructive lessons which will shed new light on 

the case of natural kind terms. 

 The descriptive17 theories of names that Kripke sets out to dismantle in Naming and 

Necessity fall into two categories: on the one hand, the synonymy view, according to which a 

proper name is synonymous with a definite description (Frege and Russell are often thought to 

belong here), or with a “cluster of descriptions,”18 and on the other hand, the reference fixing 

view (endorsed by the early Searle19), according to which a proper name has its reference fixed 

by a definite description or by a family of descriptions.   

 Kripke’s official statement of the synonymy view includes the following theses:   

                                                 
17  Descriptivism is typically understood as a view of the semantics of linguistic expressions. It comes in a 
synonymy and a reference fixing variety and traditionally builds in two assumptions: that the mode of presentation is 
unique across the community of competent speakers, and that it can be expressed via a definite description. It is the 
latter assumption that distinguishes it from linguistic NA, as I am using the term.   

18 To demystify talk of the name expressing a cluster concept, or being synonymous with a family of descriptions, 
we can take that to mean that the name is synonymous with a definite description, only of a slightly different kind 
than it was assumed traditionally: a definite description of the form “the object that possesses most/enough of the 
following properties ...” 

19 (Searle, 1997).  

99 



 

(1) To every name or designating expression ‘X’, there corresponds a cluster of properties, 
namely the family of those properties  such that A believes ‘ X’. 

(2) One of the properties, or some conjointly, are believed by A to pick out some 
individual uniquely. 

(3) If most, or a weighted most, of the ’s are satisfied by one unique object y, then y is the 
referent of  ‘X’. 

(4) If the vote yields no unique object, ‘X’ does not refer.  

(5) The statement, ‘If X exists, then X has most of the ’s’ is known a priori by the 
speaker. 

(6) The statement, ‘If X exists, then X has most of the ’s’ expresses a necessary truth (in 
the idiolect of the speaker).20 (Kripke, 1980, p. 609) 

If one discards thesis (6), what remains is the reference fixing view. 

 One of the major objections that Kripke levels against the synonymy view is the so-

called “modal argument,” which turns on the claim that names are rigid designators, in the sense 

that they pick out the same individual with respect to any counterfactual scenario (where it 

exists), while the descriptions usually proposed as synonymous with them express contingent 

properties of the denotatum and are, therefore, non-rigid.  For example, intuitively, ‘Aristotle 

was fond of dogs’ is true relative to a counterfactual circumstance just in case this individual we 

refer to by ‘Aristotle’ is fond of dogs in that situation, whether he is a teacher there or not. By 

contrast, if ‘Aristotle’ is treated as synonymous with ‘the teacher of Alexander the Great,’ the 

truth of the same statement relative to a counterfactual circumstance depends on whether 

whoever in that world happens to be the teacher of Alexander the Great is fond of dogs, which 

seems wrong.   

                                                 
20 Kripke includes in fact the further claim that a semantic account of proper names passes muster only if the 
descriptive contents associated with the names are not conducive to vicious circularity.  
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   The cluster version of the synonymy view does not seem to fare any better, as it is 

contingent that Aristotle had the inclusive disjunction of the properties commonly attributed to 

him.   

In response to the modal argument, one can drop thesis (6) from the list, which results in 

the reference fixing view of proper names.21 In regard to the reference fixing view, Kripke finds 

thesis (1) harmless, but endeavors to rebut theses (2) through (5). (2) is considered false on the 

grounds that very often there is no set of properties that could possibly be assumed by the 

speaker to pick out a unique individual. For instance, one can still use ‘Feynman’ as a name for 

Feynman, even though all one knows about him is that he is a famous physicist.   

Kripke offers the following putative counterexample to thesis (3). The only thing many 

people know, or think they know, about Gödel is that he discovered the incompleteness of 

arithmetic. Suppose that in fact Schmidt turns out to be the real discoverer of the incompleteness 

of arithmetic, while Gödel simply took hold of the manuscript and murdered Schmidt. It is a 

consequence of thesis (3) that all along it is Schmidt that we have been talking about when we 

employed the name ‘Gödel,’ and that surely sounds implausible. 

How about the suggestion that the reference fixing description for ‘Gödel’ is in fact ‘the 

man to whom the incompleteness of arithmetic is commonly attributed’ or ‘the man who most 

people think proved it’? Kripke raises two objections against this. The first is that the proposal 

may give the wrong result. Suppose that the Gödel-Schmidt story above is true, and that in fact 

most people know about this, though the speaker does not. If the reference fixing description for 

that speaker is ‘the man who most people think proved the incompleteness of arithmetic,’ then he 

should be referring to Schmidt by his use of ‘Gödel,’ while we tend to think that he may still be 

                                                 
21 Another possible move is of course to rigidify the original description, but the objections raised by Kripke against 
the reference fixing view seem to be just as effective against this move. 
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referring to Gödel. The second criticism is that the suggestion violates a non-circularity 

requirement: it cannot be the case that everybody in the community fixes the referent of ‘Gödel’ 

via this description, for if we all attempted to fix it in this way, no referent would be secured.  

An attempt to avoid circularity that Kripke considers is the “passing the buck” 

suggestion: by my use of ‘Gödel’ I intend to refer to whomever John, whom I picked this name 

from, intended to refer to, John passes the buck to somebody else, etc. Kripke finds this idea 

unsatisfactory for two reasons. The first is that one may very well forget whom one got the name 

from. An interesting question which should be kept in mind for it will be revisited when 

discussing Searle’s response to Kripke is whether that bit of information is really necessary. 

Would it not suffice in many cases to just have the intention to refer to, say, the mathematician 

(or even the person) whom whoever I got the name ‘Gödel’ from referred to?  

Kripke’s second cause of dissatisfaction appears to be more obscure: 

One has to be very careful that this doesn’t come round in a circle. Is one really sure that 
this won’t happen? If you could be sure yourself of knowing such a chain, and that 
everyone else in the chain is using the proper conditions and so isn’t getting out of it, then 
maybe you could get back to the man by referring to such a chain in that way, borrowing 
the references one by one. However, although in general such chains do exist for a living 
man, you won’t know what the chain is. You won’t be sure what descriptions the other 
man is using, so the thing won’t go into a circle, or whether by appealing to Joe you won’t 
get back to the right man at all. So you cannot use this as your identifying description with 
any confidence. (Kripke, 1980, pp. 621-2) 

It seems right that on this proposal, if the chain is circular, you have failed to refer, at 

least if nobody in the chain associates any additional descriptive material with the name, but this 

outcome does not sound especially implausible, not to mention that it coincides with the 

prediction made by  Kripke’s own causal view. Why should it be a problem that in many cases 

you are not able to ensure that the chain is not circular? It is not as though you could be certain in 

those cases that you managed to use the name successfully. Let us note for now that Kripke’s 

dismissal of the “passing the buck” proposal looks questionable.  
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Other alleged counterexamples to thesis (3) are actual cases in which we use names 

successfully on the basis of a considerable amount of misinformation. For instance, the only 

description that many people who are competent in the use of the name ‘Peano’ associate with it 

is “the discoverer of such and such axioms in arithmetic.” Even though those axioms have 

actually been discovered by Dedekind, their use of the name ‘Peano’ does not refer to Dedekind.  

Against (4) Kripke argues that there can be cases where no object satisfies any significant 

number of the descriptions in the associated cluster, and yet we do not think the name is vacuous. 

For example, if it turns out that the definite description “the discoverer of the incompleteness of 

arithmetic” is non-denoting because in fact the “proof” that we have involves a mistake, it need 

not thereby turn out that ‘Gödel’ is a vacuous name.  

Kripke rejects thesis (5) because, even when ‘If X exists, then X has most of the ’s’ is 

true, it is not known a priori by the speaker.22 We do not know a priori, for example, that the 

macabre story told above about the putative murder of the discoverer of the incompleteness of 

arithmetic is false. 

 According to Kripke, the picture of naming that theses (1)-(5) suggest is that one always 

introduces a name via a “mental ceremony” on the basis of some uniquely identifying 

description. Kripke claims that such cases are in fact very rare. That may apply to the way the 

police introduced ‘Jack the Ripper’ to stand for whoever committed most of those murders, or to 

introducing ‘Hesperus’ to stand for the celestial body visible over there, or to the case of learning 

somebody’s name by meeting him, but this picture is in general mistaken. On the alternative 

picture of naming proposed by Kripke (Kripke, 1980, pp. 625-26), a name is introduced in the 

public language in an initial baptism, when the reference of the name is fixed by either ostension 

                                                 
22 I take it that ‘X has most of the ’s’ counts as known to be true a priori by the speaker (at time t) just in case it is 
known to be true by the speaker (at time t) only in virtue of his being able (at t) to use ‘X’ as a name for X. 
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or description. Then a certain speaker is a competent user of that name just in case she is part of 

a chain of communication of the right sort that reaches back to the referent itself. Thus, she is 

able to use ‘Feynman’ as a name for Feynman not because she is in possession of any uniquely 

identifying description, but because she’s at the end of a causal communication chain which 

reaches back to the referent itself via a number of other speakers, each of whom has the intention 

to refer to the same thing as the person he got the name from.23  

 A number of objections have been raised against the causal-historical chain account of 

proper names. While many can be deflected by successive refinements of the theory, one of 

them, due to Searle, strikes a deadly blow.  Before moving on to Searle’s central objection, a 

quick look at two of the difficulties that Kripke’s account has the potential to overcome and the 

amendments they motivate will prove helpful in our subsequent discussion of natural kind terms.  

 It was objected that the standards for semantic competence set by the causal account are 

too low (Searle, 1999). Somebody who hears a brief exchange about the philosopher Socrates but 

confusedly gets the impression that ‘Socrates’ refers to a number has not thereby become a 

competent user of ‘Socrates,’ even though he meets the constraints of the unqualified causal 

account. Arguably, even deferential uses of names require some knowledge about the kind of 

thing referred to.  As Kripke could in response grant that intentional content may be relevant to 

the fixing of reference, but insist that an external, causal, element is nonetheless ineliminable, 

such considerations are not sufficient to rebut Kripke’s causal account. What they do bring to 

light, however, is that intentional content is at least necessary for semantic competence, even for 

deferential uses.  

                                                 
23 If there was nothing like an initial baptism, then the role assigned in Kripke’s original story to the baptism is 
going to be played instead by the gradual process whereby the word became the name of an object. 
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 Evans argued24 that the causal communication chain account fails to give sufficient 

conditions for reference for the following reason. Originally, the name ‘Madagascar’ referred to 

a portion of the African mainland. However, Marco Polo, misunderstanding the interlocutors that 

he got the name from, intended to use it to apply to an island, and today the name ‘Madagascar’ 

does refer to that island. Since he also had the intention to refer to the same thing as those he got 

the name from, as we can suppose anyone else did in the chain leading up to our current uses of 

the name, the causal account wrongly predicts that our use of ‘Madagascar’ refers to a portion of 

the African mainland. To account for the possibility of shifts in reference despite each speaker in 

the chain having the intention to use the name in the same way as the previous speaker, 

advocates of the causal account have introduced the notion of multiple grounding of a name 

(Devitt & Sterelny, 1999, pp. 75-6). While subsequently to the initial dubbing many uses of a 

name are indeed deferential, often some are not. Rather, they resemble the initial baptism in that 

they essentially rely on perceptual encounters with the referent. Under normal circumstances, 

such uses reinforce the original grounding of the name in its referent. Speakers’ confusion, 

however, can cause the grounding pattern to shift, and if the shift gains prevalence in the 

linguistic community, as we may assume happened for ‘Madagascar,’ reference follows suit. 

  I turn now to succinctly presenting Searle’s version of a descriptive theory of proper 

names. Then, from Searle’s perspective, I will develop a criticism of Kripke’s arguments against 

theses (2)-(4).    

 According to Searle, the central cases of names are those for things we are acquainted 

with (family members, friends, places one visits often, etc). We usually learn their names from 

other speakers, but come to associate them with a very rich intentional content. At the other 

                                                 
24 (Evans, 1985). 
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extreme there are cases of “parasitic” (i.e., deferential) uses of names, where the speaker may 

have some associated intentional content, but it is very meager (it specifies, for example, in very 

general terms what sort of object the referent is). And in between there are all sorts of cases in 

which the referent has not been the object of acquaintance, but the speaker does associate with 

the name a more or less rich intentional content derived from other speakers. In general, with 

respect with names of objects we have never been acquainted with, the deferential intention is 

going to be overriding, if it turns out that there are conflicts among the bits of descriptive 

material contained in the cluster the speaker associates with the name. Even so, Searle suggests 

that reference may very well fail if the deferential intention turns out to be in conflict with the 

speaker’s belief that the referent is a certain type of object (for instance, a human being, as 

opposed to a frog).25   

 According to Searle, in all these cases, appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, the 

total intentional content in the speaker’s mind does uniquely identify the object referred to. Let’s 

consider how Searle would defend theses (2)-(4) from Kripke’s criticism.  

 Against thesis (2) Kripke argued that one can use the name ‘Feynman’ as a name for 

Feynman even though all one knows about Feynman is that he is some famous physicist. Searle 

would argue, though, that this is an oversimplification. The speaker is even in cases like this in 

possession of uniquely identifying information, as is revealed by examining the speaker’s total 

intentional content, although the uniquely identifying information may turn out to be less 

                                                 
25 On Searle’s account of proper names, for some uses of names perceptual modes of presentation are essential to 
reference fixing. For instance, if a physical thing is given a name via a baptism, those present at the baptism will 
typically be able to use the name competently in virtue of their possessing a perceptual mode of presentation of the 
object. It could be objected that this introduces an external element into Searle’s picture of naming, for there seems 
to be an important causal factor in determining what a perceptual experience is an experience of. However, 
according to Searle’s theory of perception, this is in fact an instance of intentional causation, because perceptual 
content builds in a representation of the relevant causal relation.  
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exciting than what the causal theorist was unjustifiedly looking for.  In the example under 

consideration we have what looks like a deferential use of ‘Feynman’, and surely the speaker 

must have the intention to refer to the object that the person he got the name from referred to. 

This suggestion is somewhat similar to the passing-the-buck proposal Kripke did consider, only 

he assumed the proposal would have to require that the speaker remember whom he got the name 

from (Kripke, 1980, p. 622). However, there is no reason why that should be so. 

 Kripke mentions the case of somebody who got the name ‘Cicero’ from Smith, who used 

it to refer to the famous Roman orator, but later comes to mistakenly believe he got it from 

Jones. Jones, however, unbeknownst to the speaker uses ‘Cicero’ to refer to a German spy. In 

this case “it’s not how the speaker thinks he got the reference, but the actual chain of 

communication which is relevant” (Kripke, 1980, p. 623). That does not raise any problems for 

the descriptivist, though. The speaker may have the intention to refer to what Jones refers to with 

‘Cicero,’ but he also has the more general intention to refer to the object that the person he got 

the name from referred to, and this latter intention is overriding, as evidenced by how he would 

react, were he to discover a conflict between the two. 

 Similar considerations are effective against Kripke’s criticism of (3) and (4). For 

instance, it is not at all clear that in the Gödel-Schmidt example a weighted most of the 

descriptions in the cluster really fit an object different from the referent. If one pays attention to 

the total intentional content (including the deferential component, which is here crucial), as well 

as to the actual weighting of its various components, one sees that the description “the discoverer 

of the incompleteness of arithmetic” is outranked by the deferential element, and we get the 

intuitive result.  
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 To summarize, Searle argues that the causal account is rooted in exaggerating the 

importance of parasitic uses of names, and regarding those from a purely external perspective, 

which makes one miss the fact that what is crucial to reference is not the mere holding of a 

causal relationship, but rather the holding of it being represented by the mind. It is symptomatic 

in this respect that, as Searle perceptively puts it, causal theorists generally say suspiciously little 

about the causal relationship between speakers which is supposed to be the central element of 

their view.   

 Kripke registers a resemblance between proper names and natural kind terms and briefly 

argues that his results about the prospects of the descriptive views of proper names and the 

success of the alternative, causal-historical account extend to natural kind terms.   

 It might be tempting to think that there must be a description/cluster of descriptions 

semantically associated with a term like ‘tiger’ which specifies the superficial properties that 

tigers are often identified by and is either synonymous with the term or at least fixes its referent 

(perhaps something along the lines of “large carnivorous quadrupedal feline, tawny yellow in 

color with black stripes”). Kripke argues against a version of (4) regarding natural kind terms 

that it might turn out that tigers have none of the features enumerated, because all of them are 

due to optical illusions. Therefore, contrary to (5),26 it is not a priori that tigers have any of these 

properties. Likewise, since cats might turn out to be robots or demons, it is not a priori that cats 

are animals, and since gold might look yellow to us only because of strange atmospheric 

conditions, while being in fact blue, it is not a priori that gold is yellow. An analogous argument 

is assumed to work for pretty much any of the superficial properties of cats or gold that might be 

submitted by the opponent. Against (6), even if gold is as a matter of fact yellow, it is certainly 

                                                 
26 In what follows, I will use the designations ‘(1)’ through ‘(6)’ to refer to versions of those theses formulated for 
natural kind terms.  
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not necessary that it should be so, as there are possible worlds in which gold, i.e., the metal with 

atomic number 79, has the propensity to cause in normal perceivers under normal circumstances 

a very different type of color experience. What is, by contrast, necessary, if true at all, is that 

gold has the atomic number 79 (hence natural kind terms are also “rigid designators”), but that is 

something that could hardly be semantically associated with ‘gold’ because, first, it was 

discovered long after the term was introduced into the language, and, second, there is no reason 

to believe that the discovery determined any change in the term’s meaning.  

 In addition, Kripke notes that all the superficial properties we associate with ‘gold’ are 

possessed by iron pyrites, too, as we very well know, and yet iron’s pyrites does not count as a 

type of gold.  From this he concludes that the features we associate with ‘gold’ are not sufficient 

for membership in the kind. Since we are quite familiar with the existence of fool’s gold, this 

could also be seen as an implicit criticism of (2). (A more striking counterexample to (2) is, of 

course, Putnam’s famous beech-elm case: not being able to tell an elm from a beech is a very 

common occurrence among persons whom we nonetheless consider competent users of these 

terms. More will be said about that below.) As regards (3), although Kripke does not address it, 

we can imagine a scenario where, while gold is in fact blue—although it looks to us yellow due 

to an optical illusion—iron pyrites is indeed yellow. In this scenario, it might look like iron 

pyrites should count not only as gold but as the only kind of gold. But, intuitively, that is the 

wrong verdict.  

  These are arguments against theses (2) through (6) formulated for natural kind terms 

which closely parallel those directed against descriptive theories of proper names, and the moral 

Kripke draws from them is that descriptive accounts of natural kind terms are beset by 

difficulties and should give way to a causal-historical account. A natural kind term like ‘gold’ is 
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introduced into the language through an initial baptism in which its reference is fixed via a 

description of the form “the kind that most of these samples instantiate.” Then the term is passed 

from speaker to speaker along a causal chain of communication, which enables persons who 

have never been presented with members of the kind and perhaps do not even know much about 

it to use the term competently.  

  Let us now address the question whether Kripke’s arguments are a genuine threat to 

conceptual A about natural kind terms. Causal-historical accounts usually have two parts, which 

address the following two aspects: on the one hand, the initial fixing of reference for the term, 

when it is first introduced into the language (or, to be more precise, given the need for multiple 

groundings of the term in its referent, all the instances of grounding), and, on the other hand, the 

borrowing of reference by one speaker from another. It is noteworthy that, given how causal 

theorists approach the task of explaining the two aspects, it is only the latter that appears to cause 

trouble for conceptual ascriptivism.27 (Causal theorists themselves seem to be looking at the 

matter this way.28) The initial reference fixing is characterized as accomplished through either 

                                                 
27 One difficulty that accounts of grounding proposed by causal theorists encounter is the so-called “qua problem.” 
The initial reference fixing description “the kind that most of these individuals instantiate” is not uniquely 
identifying because those individuals often instantiate several different natural kinds (e.g., mammal, feline, tiger). 
Interestingly, causal theorists’ reaction to the problem is to try to build more descriptive content into the mode of 
presentation, though often, as a result, tension may arise with the upshot of the argument from the epistemic 
possibility of extensive error. I think they are right to expect the problem to be solvable along descriptivist lines, for 
it is quite unclear how recourse to causal relations with the samples could discriminate between the different kinds 
the samples instantiate. (I also suspect that the argument from error may have been carried further than is 
reasonable. There are some things that could not turn out to be false. For instance, strictly speaking, cats couldn’t 
turn out to be robots. For one thing, I think it is built into the concept cat that it refers to a natural kind. Kripke and 
Putnam argue otherwise, but it seems to me that they are stuck with an implausible consequence. If ‘cat’ is a term 
that picks out some underlying nature that explains a set of superficial properties, and it is literally true that cats 
could turn out to be robots, then we are committed to the following: if the things we call ‘cats’ do turn out to be 
robots, we should call ‘cats’ also things that share the same robot-like underlying structure but, because of various 
factors, look nothing like cats, or even like animals for that matter. I believe the correct way to describe the situation 
is this: if the things we call ‘cats’ turned out to be robots, then we might say things like ‘cats turned out to be 
robots,’ and continue to call those things ‘cats,’ but a shift in meaning would occur, whereby the term ceases to be a 
natural kind term and begins to track a cluster of superficial properties.)  
 

28 See, for instance, Sterelny (1983).  
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description or ostension, and if the latter, a perceptual mode of presentation is what is actually 

doing the job. The regrounding of the term in the referent usually occurs through perception, too. 

Of course, the picture about what is going on at the initial dubbing and subsequent regroundings 

is, for proper names at least, clearly incompatible with linguistic A because the uniquely 

specifying mode of presentation operative under those circumstances looks nothing like the 

descriptions that linguistic NA might propose as semantically associated with the name.  The 

important point, though, is that as far as conceptual A goes, it is not so much the grounding as 

the borrowing stage that appears challenging.   

 We saw that the borrowing of reference for the case of proper names has been 

compellingly accounted for along conceptual ascriptivist lines by Searle. Whenever it might look 

like the speaker simply knows too little to be in possession of a uniquely identifying mode of 

presentation of the referent, appearances are deceptive because she is nonetheless in possession 

of the description ‘the thing referred to by the person from whom I got this term.’ Consider a 

parallel move for natural kind terms. To use the term ‘tiger’ competently even if one has never 

been perceptually presented with tigers (or realistic tiger images), it is enough to have the 

intention to refer to the kind that the person one got the term ‘tiger’ from referred to (provided of 

course that that person was herself a competent speaker). When I discussed the semantics of 

proper names, I noted that semantic competence often requires knowing about the referent 

something a little more substantive than that (such as what kind of object the referent is). For 

natural kind terms this kind of argument seems at least as persuasive, and therefore the proposal 

under scrutiny sets the bar for semantic competence too low because it ascribes too little content 

to the reference fixing description. While that is clearly a problem, and the Kripke-Putnam 

argument for the epistemic possibility of extensive error about kinds suggests that finding a more 
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robust, counterexample free proposal may be no easy task for natural kind terms, this is no 

reason for the conceptual ascriptivist about instances of borrowed reference to lose heart. The 

intuition that, even though the description offered is enough to fix reference, competence 

requires more descriptive content than that certainly could hardly motivate abandoning 

conceptual ascriptivism for some form of causal-historical account.  

 I wish to stress that it is not my goal here to articulate a full-blown account of the 

semantics of natural kind terms and show it to be definitive. Rather, what I have attempted to 

show is just that Kripke offers no good reasons to abandon conceptual ascriptivism about the 

concepts expressed by natural kind terms. My objections against Kripke are compatible with a 

variety of conceptually ascriptivist accounts of the semantics of natural kind terms, all of which 

differ from Kripke’s own largely in that reference borrowing is always accomplished via a 

uniquely identifying mode of presentation of the referent.  Depending on how much community-

wide error about the kind referred to is deemed epistemically possible, the modes of presentation 

associated with uses of “borrowed” natural kind terms will be construed accordingly as less or 

more robust.    

 Putnam’s goal in “The Meaning of Meaning” is to show that the intrinsic properties of a 

speaker are not sufficient to fix meaning (semantic externalism). Just as with Kripke’s 

arguments, Putnam’s are often taken to establish a similar point about thought, namely, that the 

intrinsic properties of a subject do not suffice to determine mental content (content externalism). 

In Putnam’s case the move from language to thought appears even more straightforward, as one 

of his famous arguments regarding language is that it is conceivable for there to be two 

individuals whose psychological states (narrowly construed29) are type-identical but who are 

                                                 
29 A psychological state narrowly construed is a psychological state such that an individual x’s being in that state 
does not entail the existence of any object different from x or any of x’s parts.  
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talking about two different substances, from which he famously concludes that “meanings are 

not in the head.” It is very tempting to go one step further and also conclude that an individual’s 

psychological state (narrowly construed) fails to determine his thought contents.  

 Putnam’s Twin Earth thought experiment allegedly shows that causal relations with the 

environment essentially contribute to reference fixing, while his discussion of what he labels “the 

division of linguistic labor” purportedly establishes that causal relations to other speakers from 

one’s linguistic community play a similar role.  

 To briefly rehearse the Twin Earth thought experiment, suppose that in the actual world 

there is another planet, Twin Earth, which differs from Earth as little as possible compatibly with 

accommodating the following difference: the liquid that Twin Earthlings call ‘water’ has the 

chemical composition XYZ instead of H2O. XYZ shares absolutely all the superficial properties 

of water—is clear, odorless, drinkable, is typically found on Twin Earth in the same kinds of 

places as on Earth, etc.  The two planets are so similar that every individual on Earth has a 

qualitatively identical copy on Twin Earth (or something as close as is allowed by the differences 

between H2O and XYZ). Suppose that Oscar1 is a traveler from Earth who pays a brief visit to 

Twin Earth at a time when neither Earthlings nor Twin Earthlings have any knowledge of 

chemistry. Oscar2 is Oscar1’s duplicate on Twin Earth (modulo the chemical composition of their 

bodies). In particular, let us imagine that Oscar1 and Oscar2 occupy type-identical (narrow) 

psychological states. The intuition, nonetheless, is that the extension of ‘water’ as used by Oscar1 

is the compound H2O, while the extension of ‘water’ as used by Oscar2 is the compound XYZ, 

even though, due to their lack of chemical knowledge, they are not in a position to detect this 

difference and will have the impression their words mean the same thing. Oscar1, for instance, 

will assent to a lot of mistaken sentences such as ‘There is water in rivers and lakes on Twin 
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Earth.’ Putnam’s conclusion is that narrow psychological state does not fix extension, and hence, 

since he takes meaning to be by definition enough to fix extension, that meaning is not 

determined by narrow psychological state. We can extrapolate and propose that thought content 

is not so determined either.     

 According to the doctrine of the division of linguistic labor, for a natural kind term like 

‘elm,’ a distinction can be drawn between a limited number of “experts,” who possess “a way of 

recognizing elm trees” (Putnam, 1975, p. 145), and the rest, who can nonetheless use ‘elm’ 

competently simply in virtue of their social links within the larger linguistic community which 

includes experts. More specifically, Putnam writes: 

Whenever a term is subject to the division of linguistic labor, the “average” speaker who 
acquires it does not acquire anything that fixes its extension. In particular, his individual 
psychological state certainly does not fix its extension; it is only the sociolinguistic state of 
the collective linguistic body to which the speaker belongs that fixes the extension. 
(Putnam, 1975, p. 146).  

I suppose that in the last sentence Putnam is idealizing away from the contribution to 

meaning of the non-social environment. Note that it is not fully clear how we are to think of 

expert speakers, though. In light of his own Twin Earth thought experiment, by expert speaker he 

cannot mean somebody in possession of an infallible test for membership to the kind, or else it 

would follow that prior to the scientific discovery of the kind’s nature, not even the state of the 

community as a whole (together with the physical environment) suffices to fix the referent.30 

Then the question arises about exactly how to understand an expert’s recognitional abilities. 

Whether ultimately justified or not, Putnam’s distrust in the helpfulness of superficial properties 

in fixing the referent suggests such abilities might have to be grounded in perceptual encounters 

with members of the kind. 

                                                 
30 Putnam does, though, make the puzzling remark that ‘water,’ for example, did not exhibit [this kind of division of 
linguistic labor] at all prior to the rise of chemistry” (Putnam, 1975, p. 145).  
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Leaving such obscurities aside, it is plausible that Putnam’s notion of a non-expert user 

of a natural kind term is intended to cover speakers who use the term deferentially. As we have 

seen in the critical examination of Kripke above, deferential uses do not in any way support the 

hypothesis that speakers often lack any reference fixing mode of presentation. Therefore, we 

have been offered no compelling reasons to embrace Putnam’s conclusion that “extension is 

determined socially, not individually, owing to the division of linguistic labor” (Putnam, 1975, p. 

165). 

 Should the Twin Earth thought experiment convince us that knowledge of meaning does 

not consist in the ability to deploy a certain intentional content, and that meaning is largely a 

matter of how the individual is placed in the world, of what causal relationships hold between 

her and the environment? Ironically, Putnam offers the following diagnosis of why natural kind 

terms exhibit the interesting behavior that his thought experiment brought to light: 

Words like ‘now,’ ‘this,’ ‘here’ have long been recognized to be indexical […] For these 
words no one has ever suggested the traditional theory that “intension determines 
extension.” […] Our theory can be summarized as saying that words like ‘water’ have an 
unnoticed indexical component: “water” is stuff that bears a certain similarity relation to 
the water around here. (Putnam, 1975, pp. 152-53) 

 This looks to me like a potentially self-defeating diagnosis for an externalist to make 

because it immediately suggests a way of containing the problem posed by the Twin Earth 

thought experiment and drastically reducing the number of things that may be needed in addition 

to intentional content to fix the extension of linguistic expressions. I think it is right that, in the 

last analysis, the problem Putnam’s though experiment calls attention to is derivative upon the 

difficulties that indexicals raise for internalism. I think, however, that this is also why the thought 

experiment fails to establish the robust, wide-ranging form of externalism that Putnam 

champions. Even though narrowly construed thought contents may not by themselves yield an 

extension, all that is needed is to supplement them with a specification of the thinker and the 
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present time, as that is sufficient to handle the problem raised by indexicals and 

demonstratives.31 Therefore, the most that Putnam’s argument can establish is that, if meaning 

and thought content are by definition sufficient to determine extension, then “wide” thought 

contents must be postulated (if we want to call them that), which may not be strictly speaking “in 

your head,” but whose object dependence regards exclusively the subject and the present time. 

This is a very attenuated variety of externalism (note that only reference to the present time 

contravenes the usual characterization of internalism), and one that would be of no help to the 

physicalist because in the two-dimensional framework, the extension of a concept token given a 

scenario considered as actual is always determined relative to the specification of a speaker and a 

time.   

 To sum up, contrary to what is often assumed, the Kripke-Putnam arguments do not 

succeed in challenging conceptual ascriptivism’s status of default position on how concepts latch 

onto the world, a status that is due to its intuitive appeal. Therefore, if somebody deploys 

conceptual NA, in an argument to defend physicalism, for instance, it is incumbent on him to 

make a case that, although highly counterintuitive, conceptual NA is to be preferred, rather than 

take its truth for granted.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
31 See (Ludwig, 1996) for such a minimalist approach to singular thoughts.  
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CHAPTER 5 
THE METAPHYSICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THE EXPLANATORY GAP    

From an Explanatory Gap to an Ontological Gap  

In light of the generalized derivability construal of the explanatory gap that I defended in 

Chapter 3, in this section, I will first provide a sketch of a version of the gap argument that 

doesn’t rest on the two-dimensional framework. This is a generalization of an argument 

suggested by Chalmers, which hinges on his conception of the gap as lack of derivability from 

the microphysical, and which I have given a reconstruction of in the second section of Chapter 2. 

I will subsequently offer some background on two-dimensional semantics and present 

Chalmers’s reconstruction of the version of the gap argument that makes use of two-dimensional 

semantics. I will end by reformulating Chalmers’s argument in more fundamental terms in view 

of my generalized derivability account of the explanatory gap, and identifying the places in the 

gap argument where it might make sense for the physicalist to object.  

 First, the sketch that does not require the two-dimensional framework. If C is the 

collection of non-phenomenal predicates in L which pick out properties that aren’t logically 

necessitated by more basic properties that are also picked out by phenomenal-free predicates in 

L, let D comprise all the true atomic sentences in L that specify exactly which objects satisfy the 

predicates in C together with the laws of nature that can be formulated using only predicates in 

C, and logical and modal terms.  

 Postulating psychophysical identities or claiming that the phenomenal metaphysically 

supervenes upon the physical is ad-hoc because it is tantamount to postulating epistemically 

primitive identities or necessities, and there don’t seem to be any such things outside the context 

of the mind-body problem. So, if primitive psychophysical or metaphysical supervenience is the 

physicalist’s only option, we should reject physicalism. An identity statement is epistemically 
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primitive just in case it is not deducible from statements that don’t involve identities. A 

metaphysical necessity statement is epistemically primitive iff it’s neither logically necessary nor 

deducible from non-modal statements (which don’t involve identities) plus statements of mere 

nomic necessity.  

 Any true identity statement or metaphysical necessity statement formulated in L that 

contains only phenomenal-free predicates is deducible from D, and consequently it is not 

epistemically primitive. For identity and necessity statements that include terms similar to 

‘water,’ the explanatory story is a bit more complex, but they aren’t epistemically primitive 

either because they are entailed by D in conjunction with certain statements that express causal 

connections between states picked out by non-phenomenal terms and phenomenal states.   

 However, psychophysical identity statements and metaphysical necessity statements are 

epistemically primitive, because they are not deducible from the conjunction of D and a 

complete description of the phenomenal and statements of mere nomic necessity of any kind. 

Thus, we should reject physicalism.    

 Now the argument formulated in the two-dimensional framework. In Chalmers’s two-

dimensional framework, there are two intensions associated with every expression-

token/concept: the primary intension is a function from centered logically possible worlds 

considered as actual to extensions, while the secondary intension is a function from logically 

possible worlds considered as counterfactual to extensions. A centered world is an ordered pair 

of a world and a center in that world, which is in turn an ordered pair of a subject and a time.  

 It is important that the two intensions attach to expression-tokens rather than expression-

types. In particular, the primary intension associated with a certain speaker’s use of a predicate is 

a function from centered worlds considered as actual to extensions which is grounded in the 
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speaker’s conditional ability to identify the extension of the concept she associates with the 

predicate, given relevant information about how the world turns out to be, and ideal rational 

reflection. Consequently, it is not exactly linguistic meaning that the primary intention is 

designed to capture, but rather the conceptual content that the speaker associates with a certain 

expression-token.  This has crucial implications as far as the import of the gap argument goes: 

when articulated in two-dimensional terms, the gap argument proves to rest on ascriptivism 

about conceptual content, rather than linguistic ascriptivism.   

 A statement, S, is primarily possible if its primary intension yields the value ‘true’ for 

some centered world, and it is secondarily possible if its secondary intension takes the value 

‘true’ for some possible world. S is said to be ideally primarily negatively conceivable if and 

only if ~S is not a priori. S is ideally primarily positively conceivable if and only if given ideal 

rational reflection, one can coherently modally imagine a situation, and one judges that if the 

actual world turns out to be that way, then it is incoherent to suppose at the same time that S is 

false.     

 Chalmers offers the following reconstruction of the knowledge argument and the zombie 

argument, which makes use of his two-dimensional framework.32 (P is a full description of the 

microphysical, Q is a phenomenal statement to the effect that a particular instantiates a 

phenomenal property; if Q is not semantically neutral, let Q’ be a statement whose secondary 

intension is identical to the primary intension of Q modulo centering33; Chalmers omits T and I, 

                                                 
32 (Chalmers, 2002).  

33How are we to understand the claim that Q’ has the same secondary intension as the primary intension of Q 
(modulo centering)? As far as I can see, this must have to do with de-rigidifying the mental terms in Q, so to speak. 
(That may still leave us with context sensitivity.) If ‘pain’ is interpreted as synonymous with ‘the state that actually 
plays such and such a causal role,’ we just remove the adverb ‘actually.’ If ‘pain’ is thought as having its reference 
fixed via some description, then we just substitute for ‘pain’ in Q that description (which is unactualized).   
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and so will I for the sake of simplicity). The version about negative conceivability captures the 

import of the knowledge argument, while that appealing to positive conceivability corresponds to 

the zombie argument. Because of the way Chalmers is thinking of the explanatory gap, his 

version of the gap argument actually coincides with the knowledge argument as reconstructed 

below.   

1. P&~Q is ideally primarily positively/negatively conceivable. 
 
2. If P&~Q is ideally primarily positively/negatively conceivable, then P&~Q is primarily 

possible. 
 
3. If P&~Q is primarily possible, and both P and Q are semantically neutral, then P&~Q is 

secondarily possible, and hence physicalism is false. 
 
4. If P&~Q is primarily possible, and P is semantically neutral but Q is not, then P&~Q’ is 

secondarily possible, and hence physicalism is false. 
 
5. If P&~Q is primarily possible, and P is not semantically neutral but Q is, then either P&~Q is 

secondarily possible (and hence physicalism is false) or panprotopsychism34 is true. 
 
6. If P&~Q is primarily possible, and neither P nor Q is semantically neutral, then either P&~Q’ 

is secondarily possible (and hence physicalism is false), or the causal roles expressed by the 
primary intensions of phenomenal terms are played in the actual world is necessitated by the 
actual nature of the players of the microphysical roles (plus perhaps the macrophysical causal 
roles themselves), and hence panprotopsychism is true.  

 
7. So, either physicalism is false, or panprotopsychism is true.  

It is important to clarify the import of the notion of semantic neutrality, as it plays a key 

role in the arguments above. It turns out that a statement S is semantically neutral just in case 

the primary intension of S is identical to its secondary intension modulo centering, which comes 

down to the requirement that S display no context sensitivity whatsoever. In other words, for 

every possible world w, when we evaluate S as uttered in w (in any center in w, actually) and 

relative to w we get the same result as when we evaluate S as uttered in <@, c> relative to w. 

                                                 
34 That is, the view that fundamental particles have intrinsic properties which are protophenomenal.  
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 It turns out that semantic neutrality, however, is not the only feature we must assume P 

has at stages 3 and 4 of the reconstructions given above. Since the arguments rest on the 

assumption that physicalism can be true only if the secondary intension of P necessitates both the 

primary and the secondary intension of any true statement, it is assumed throughout that 

microphysical concepts have a constant secondary intension (i.e., are “rigid”). It should be noted 

that what the combination of semantic neutrality and “rigidity” yields is precisely my notion of 

being hyperstable. Consequently, at the steps where Chalmers maintains he supposes that 

microphysical predicates are semantically neutral, what we need in fact to assume is that they are 

hyperstable.  

I turn now to presenting the argument from the explanatory gap to the falsity of 

physicalism according to my generalized derivability account of the gap. If there are hyperstable 

phenomenal-free non-functional predicates in L (i.e., if there are physical properties), then let G 

be a set of statements that provides complete information about which objects satisfy these 

predicates and also specifies what laws govern the properties picked out by them. 

1. D&~Q is negatively conceivable. (Lack of derivability from D is what the explanatory gap 
consists in.) 
2. Either there are physical properties, or there are not. 
3. If there are no physical properties, then physicalism is false. 
4. If there are physical properties, G&~Q is negatively conceivable too. (since D entails G) 
5. Therefore, G&~Q is primarily possible.  
6. So, if the phenomenal predicate Q includes is hyperstable, then the property determined by its 

secondary intension is non-physical. 
7. So, if the phenomenal predicate Q includes is not hyperstable, then it is the property 

determined by its primary intension that is non-physical.   
8. Consequently, physicalism is false.   

I have argued that the gap intuition is a phenomenon grounded in certain semantic features of 

phenomenal terms, one of which is their being hyperstable. That makes step 7 unnecessary.  

 It is natural to expect the gap argument to remain closely connected to the zombie and the 

knowledge argument, when those are likewise properly understood. Accordingly, the knowledge 
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argument has the same reconstruction as the gap argument, while the zombie argument is quite 

similar except that it relies on positive instead of negative conceivability.  

  It is important to isolate the steps in the gap argument above that a physicalist who 

grants that the phenomenal is not entailed by D could in principle resist. Being clear on what the 

options are for the physicalist will be essential in the rest of the chapter, where I give 

reconstructions of various physicalist responses to the gap problem and evaluate them. There 

appear to be two main strategies such a physicalist could make use of to block the move from the 

negative conceivability of G&~Q to the falsity of physicalism: On the one hand, he could deny 

that the primary possibility of a statement, which amounts by definition to the existence of a 

logically possible world relative to which its primary intension is true, guarantees the existence 

of a metaphysically possible world in which the primary intension of the statement is true. On 

the other hand, he could reject ascriptivism about conceptual content, which the two-dimensional 

framework rests on, which would have the consequence that conceivability intuitions have in fact 

no bearing on questions about possibility. The first move commits one to what Chalmers calls 

“strong necessities,” i.e., statements that are a posteriori but have a necessary primary intension.    

 Denying the Epistemic Asymmetry 

The purpose of sections 2-5 is to offer a critical examination of some prominent physicalist 

responses to the gap argument.  The strategies adopted by physicalists fall into two categories. 

Some philosophers reject the conception of scientific reduction that the explanatory gap 

argument presupposes, and claim that from an explanatory point of view, there is really no 

difference between identity statements that the phenomenal is not conceptually constitutive of 

and psychophysical identity statements. Against this first type of strategy (which is discussed in 

the current section), I argue that it involves commitment to a mistaken picture of scientific 

reduction, and that it seems unable to account for the gap intuition. The alternative approach is to 
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grant that there is an explanatory asymmetry between the two sorts of theoretical identifications, 

but to maintain that it can be accounted for in terms of special features of phenomenal concepts 

possession of which is perfectly compatible with physicalism. Most versions of what is often 

labeled in the literature “the phenomenal concepts strategy” in dealing with the gap problem 

belong here. The best way to think of the gap on a view of this type is as an epistemic 

phenomenon that is fully grounded in harmless features of our concepts, and which consequently 

warrants no metaphysical conclusions: the existence of the explanatory gap provides no grounds 

to postulate a corresponding metaphysical gap. I examine and criticize prominent versions of this 

approach in sections 3-5, while the last section of the chapter is devoted to examining in general 

the prospects for a posteriori physicalism and neutral monism.  

 One possible reaction to the challenge posed by the explanatory gap is to deny that the 

phenomenal generates an explanatory gap by resisting the underlying conception of reductive 

explanation. Some type B materialists deny that there is any epistemic asymmetry between 

ordinary theoretical identifications and psychophysical ones.35 This is to endorse a version of 

what Levine calls ‘non-exceptionalism’ (NE), according to which not only zombies but also 

zombie H2O is conceivable. They claim that psychophysical identities are justified in exactly the 

same manner as the identification of water with H2O is, i.e., via an argument to the best 

explanation. Block and Stalnaker and Papineau appear to fall into this category. Another feature 

their views seem to share in common is a commitment to some form or other of non-ascriptivism 

about conceptual content. That is something apparent in Papineau, not quite so obvious for Block 

and Stalnaker, though, for the reason that what they explicitly reject is just linguistic non-

ascriptivism.  

                                                 
35 Their motivation has nothing to do with the view that many natural kind concepts have phenomenal constituents.  
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 Combining NE with ascriptivism about macrophysical concepts results in a highly 

implausible position. As I argued in Chapter 4, one advantage of my generalized derivability 

construal of the gap over Chalmers’s is that the underling account of scientific reduction is a lot 

harder to object to. If it might seem doubtful that ordinary theoretical identifications such as 

‘water is H2O’ are entailed by microphysics alone, it would be highly implausible to insist that 

the conditional from a full description of the distribution of microphysical and  chemical 

properties to ‘water is H2O’ is conceivably false.   

The only option left for an espouser of NE is, therefore, to embrace non-ascriptivism 

about macrophysical concepts, a view which I examined in the last section of Chapter 4 and 

found unmotivated.36 Consequently, denying that there is an explanatory gap proves to rest on a 

mistaken conception of scientific reduction. Moreover, even somebody who denies that there is 

an explanatory gap must discharge the obligation of explaining how the gap intuition arises. 

Block and Stalnaker do not attempt to address this issue. Even though Papineau’s quotational 

model of phenomenal concepts is designed to accomplish precisely that, a criticism of this 

putative explanation that was first advanced by Levine can be further developed employed to 

show that Papineau’s attempt to account for the gap intuition fails.  

  According to Papineau, using a phenomenal concept “involves” instantiating the very 

property the concept refers to (or a relevantly similar one—I will ignore this qualification in 

what follows). The corresponding material concept is nothing like that. Hence “there is a sense in 

which the material concepts ‘leave out’ the phenomenal properties. And from this it’s very easy 

to slide, fallaciously, into the conclusion that material concepts cannot refer to phenomenal 

properties” (Papineau, 2002, p. 105).   

                                                 
36 In fact, Papineau endorses the radical variety of non-ascriptivism about all concepts, including phenomenal 
concepts, which he quite implausibly maintains are nakedly referential, too. 
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 An objection along the following lines is suggested in (Levine, 2006). Suppose there is a 

concept C with the following features: it picks out physical property P, and tokenings of it 

necessarily involve being in a physical state that has P exactly in the sense in which on 

Papineau’s view tokenings of a phenomenal concept necessarily involve instantiating the 

phenomenal property at issue.  

 Suppose also that states with property P are typically not associated with any 

phenomenology (there is nothing it is like to be in such a state.) Let C’ be another concept that 

picks out the same property P, but whose tokenings do not involve being in a state that has P. Do 

we have the intuition that a being that possessed both concepts would be bound to be puzzled 

about how C’ and C could pick out the same thing? Would such a being automatically be 

inclined to suppose that the property C picks out is non-physical? It seems the intuition is that it 

would not, while Papineau’s account of the gap intuition commits him to saying that a parallel 

distinctness intuition should arise here as well. 

 I think that what the thought experiment proposed by Levine nicely brings out is that 

what may be doing the explanatory work is not the quotational model of phenomenal concepts 

exactly, but rather something brought into the picture illicitly. Ironically, Papineau’s antipathetic 

fallacy story sounds prima facie plausible (if it does) only because it in fact tacitly exploits the 

very dualist intuition it was supposed to explain. His explanation has any grip on us only to the 

extent that it exploits the fact that phenomenal states are such that there is something that it is 

like to be in them. If having the property is constitutive of deploying the phenomenal concept, 

since there is something that it is like to have the property, thinking of that property via a 

phenomenal concept is going to feel very different from thinking of it via a material concept, 

hence the temptation to  conclude that a material concept leaves out the feeling not only in the 
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sense that the feeling is not involved in the tokening of the concept, but in the sense that the 

feeling is not even referred to (Papineau, 2002, p. 170). For instance, he emphasizes how “in 

deploying phenomenal concepts, the mind is somehow in possession of an instance, or version, 

of the property being referred to” (Papineau, 2002, p. 106). But if you think of the phenomenal 

property as a property of the brain, then it is not at all obvious that “the mind will be somehow in 

possession of the property” merely by virtue of the brain instantiating the property, at least not 

with the strength of logical necessity.  

 Here is a suggestion on Papineau’s behalf. Papineau could supplement the story about the 

phenomenon of quasi-self-referentiality with some other devices that a physicalist can avail 

himself of. For instance, suppose one thought that phenomenal states are physical states, but that 

they have the peculiarity that one can only be in such a state if one knows non-inferentially (or is 

in a position to know non-inferentially) that one is in it. In that case, whenever the creature above 

deploys the concept C, not only does it instantiate physical property P, but it also knows non-

inferentially that it instantiates property P. By contrast, when it deploys the concept C’, nothing 

like that happens. Would it be more plausible to claim that, in this case, the creature might 

become puzzled and inclined to suppose the feature picked out by C could not be the same as 

that picked out by C’?   

The thought-experiment deployed earlier could be suitably modified, however, to 

accommodate this extra element, and so to show that this addition does not render the 

explanation any more convincing. On the contrary, one might worry that Papineau’s story about 

how phenomenal concepts work is not playing any explanatory role on the modified suggestion 

anymore. What motivated the modification I proposed was the observation that his explanation 

can only seem plausible to the extent that it exploits the intuition that phenomenal states are in 
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some relevant sense present to the mind. And then I proposed that he could try to cash out this 

“presence to the mind” in cognitive terms. However, one gets then the impression that 

Papineau’s suggestion that deploying a phenomenal concept must involve instantiating the 

property referred to (or one very similar to it) is not doing any explanatory work anymore.   

 Another, equally compelling, objection that can be raised is that the kind of confusion 

Papineau blames for the gap intuition does not really seem of the irreparable kind. It is not clear 

he can explain why, even though the confusion has just been exposed, its grip on us is as forceful 

as ever. 

The Epistemic View of Subjectivity (Sturgeon) 

 Scott Sturgeon argues37 that even though qualia cannot be explained in non-phenomenal 

terms, that does not warrant any metaphysical conclusions about their nature. He maintains that 

he has offered an explanation of the principled lack of a materialist account of qualia that is 

ontologically neutral and hence compatible with physicalism. More specifically, Sturgeon claims 

that it is because of the special epistemic role of phenomenal concepts that a materialist 

explanation of qualia is not forthcoming. The fact that qualia are not explainable in physical 

terms cannot be used to refute physicalism about phenomenal properties because it merely tells 

us something about the special epistemic features of the concepts we typically employ to think 

about those properties. In his view, the debate between physicalism and dualism should 

eventually be settled on the basis of “overarching theoretical considerations” (Sturgeon, 1994, p. 

235), such as the principle of parsimony.      

 In the present section, I argue that Sturgeon’s attempt to defend physicalism against the 

explanatory gap problem by accounting for the unavailability of a physicalistic explanation of 

                                                 
37 (Sturgeon, 1994).  
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qualia in terms of the special epistemic role of phenomenal concepts is not successful. After 

offering a reconstruction of Sturgeon’s view of the special epistemic role of phenomenal 

concepts and examining Sturgeon’s preliminary characterization of types of property explanation 

that are relevant to the physicalist project, I take a look at his main argument, and offer my 

diagnosis of where his strategy goes wrong.  

  To assess Sturgeon’s defense of physicalism, we will need to first clarify what the 

special epistemic role of phenomenal concepts consists in according to him. In Sturgeon’s 

terminology, a concept is canonically linked to a type of mental state if “the epistemic 

connection between them is at least partly individuative of the concept in question” (Sturgeon, 

1994, p. 227), i.e., if it is at least partly individuative of the concept that applications of it are 

warranted by mental states of that kind. For instance, Sturgeon claims that the concept of red is 

canonically linked to visual impressions as of red objects. He calls the mental states that are of 

the type which is canonically linked to a certain concept “canonical evidence” for applications of 

that concept.38 

  We need to distinguish between the concept red, which applies to external objects, and a 

different concept, let us say, Q-red, which applies instead to the distinctive qualitative character 

of experiences as of red. It is Sturgeon’s claim that both red and Q-red are canonically linked to 

the same set of mental states, namely, Q-red experiences. Both the belief that there is something 

red over there and the belief that I’m having a Q-red experience are in his view justified non-

inferentially. What plays the role of evidence in both cases is the very same phenomenal state—

                                                 
38 That experiences as of red are canonical evidence for applications of red does not mean that there could not be 
applications of red that are warranted in a different way. For example, I could very well come to believe while 
blindfolded that there are red objects in the room on the grounds that somebody tells me so. It is just that this would 
not be applying the concept red on the basis of canonical evidence.  
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namely, an experience as of something red.39 However, he points out, the relationship between 

the evidence for the belief and what the belief is about is very different in the two cases (see 

Table 5-1). In the case of beliefs about the color of external objects, the evidence is distinct from 

the reality the belief points to, or, as we might call it, the state of affairs that makes the belief 

true. There is, on the one hand, one’s having an experience as of red and, on the other hand, the 

external object being red. This gap between appearance and reality leaves room for the 

possibility of “conservative defeaters” for the evidence, i.e., defeaters that “break the link 

between a concept and its canonical evidence while leaving that evidence intact” (Sturgeon, 

1994, p. 229). For example, if one discovers that the objects around one are bathed in red light, 

even though one is still in possession of canonical evidence for applying red (i.e., one has a Q-

red experience), one is not warranted anymore in believing that the objects themselves are red.   

Table 5-1.  Types of belief justification    
Belief Evidence/Appearance Property the belief is 

about/reality  
There is something red in front 
of me. 

Q-redness of the experience Redness of the external object 

I have a Q-red experience. Q-redness of the experience Q-redness of the experience 
 

 In the case of phenomenal beliefs, Sturgeon claims that there is no parallel appearance-

reality distinction: the canonical evidence for applying Q-red and the property the belief that I 

have a Q-red experience is about are one and the same, namely the Q-redness of my experience. 

What warrants my belief that I have a Q-red experience is simply my having a Q-red experience.  

Therefore, it looks as though canonical applications of Q-red simply do not rely on evidential 

intermediaries, and hence the possibility of conservative defeaters is ruled out for them.  

                                                 
39 On occasion, Sturgeon also talks about Q-redness itself (rather than the Q-red state) as the evidence.  
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 To return to Sturgeon’s main tenet, he holds that, even if qualia were physical, an 

explanation of them in physical terms would not be available because of the special way in 

which they are conceptualized by phenomenal concepts. As we have seen, what makes 

phenomenal concepts sui-generis in his view is their special epistemic role, which consists in the 

fact that canonical applications of phenomenal concepts do not rest on any evidential 

intermediary—what serves as the evidence for the belief is the very state that the belief is about.  

 Sturgeon’s approach and terminology are rather idiosyncratic, and it is therefore 

sometimes difficult to relate his remarks on physicalism and the gap to the manner in which 

these topics are typically dealt with the literature. For example, it is somewhat unclear how 

Sturgeon is thinking of the sort of explanation of qualia in physical terms which the physicalist is 

faulted for being unable to offer. Clearly, it must be an explanation that “begins in non-

qualitative terms and ends with the instantiation of qualia” (Sturgeon, 1994, p. 221), but exactly 

what form would it have on Sturgeon’s view? A brief examination of his classification of 

property explanations (represented in Figure 5-1) is in order at this point.  

      
                     Homogeneous                                                             Heterogeneous 
 
Nondispositional           Dispositional                    Nondispositional              Dispositional 
 
    1                                           2                                                       3                        4 
   

Figure 5-1.  Generative property explanation 

 

 Sturgeon introduces a distinction between causal and generative property explanations 

(C-explanations and G-explanations henceforth). A C-explanation of a property specifies “when 

an object might gain, lose, or retain that property, and also what causally follows from this” 

(Sturgeon, 1994, p. 223). This is contrasted with a G-explanation, which “tells us how a target 
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property is instantiated in an object, […] how it is ‘grounded’ or ‘non-causally generated’ in an 

object” (Sturgeon, 1994, p. 223).  

 For any property explanation, let us call the explained property “the target property.” G-

explanations can be homogeneous or heterogeneous depending on whether the concepts used to 

introduce the explaining properties (i.e., the explaining concepts) are homogeneous with the 

concept used to pick out the target property (i.e., the target concept). For instance, an explanation 

of the shape of a complex object in terms of the shape of its parts, or of its weight in terms of the 

weight of the parts is a homogeneous G-explanation.  Sturgeon assumes that it is a heterogeneous 

G-explanation of qualia that we would normally expect from the physicalist.  

 Sturgeon’s explicit characterization of heterogeneous G-explanation is somewhat 

puzzling. As clarifying the notion of heterogeneous G-explanation is important in order to 

properly assess Sturgeon’s story about why such an explanation cannot be given for qualia, his 

remarks on the mechanisms underlying heterogeneous G-explanation are worth examining with 

some care.    

 To return to the quote above about what is distinctive of a G-explanation, given his talk 

of “non-causal grounding” of a property, it would seem that functional properties are very good 

candidates for properties susceptible of a heterogeneous G-explanation. Indeed, Sturgeon claims 

that a heterogeneous G-explanation can have as target property either a dispositional or a non-

dispositional property, and when the target is dispositional, we try to “understand how the target 

is instantiated by looking for underlying properties that realize the disposition” (Sturgeon, 1994, 

p. 224). For instance: 

 When we explain the fragility of glass by appeal to its molecular structure, or the 
 bonding properties of chemicals by appeal to their microphysical constitution, we have 
 heterogeneous G-explanation. In these cases, we explain how a dispositional target is 
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 instantiated by appeal to the instantiation of lower level properties.  (Sturgeon, 1994, p. 
 224) 

This sounds as though what Sturgeon means by “dispositional property” is simply “functional 

property,” in which case a heterogeneous G-explanation of a dispositional target property is just 

a realization theory. One confusing feature of Sturgeon’s discussion is, however, his occasional 

talk of “the causal role of a dispositional target property.” For instance, he claims that “when the 

target is dispositional, its G-explanation will essentially rely upon its (emphasis mine) causal 

role. When the target is non-dispositional, it will not” (Sturgeon, 1994, p. 224). For instance, he 

says quite explicitly that, when we explain fragility in terms of molecular structure, or chemical 

bonding in terms of microphysical structure, we essentially rely upon “the target’s causal role” 

(Sturgeon, 1994, p. 224). His language here might suggest that he treats terms like ‘fragility’ not 

exactly as functional terms, but rather as functional descriptions of categorical properties.  

 I think that Sturgeon’s taxonomy of heterogeneous G-explanations can be characterized 

more perspicuously if a distinction is introduced between functional terms/concepts and what I 

will call “functional description terms/concepts,” where the latter are terms/concepts that pick 

out categorical properties via functional descriptions of them. To illustrate the distinction, let us 

focus on the predicate ‘being fragile’ and examine how it would work, if it were interpreted in 

each of the two ways.   

 If considered a functional term, “being fragile” would be analyzable along the lines of 

“having some property or other which plays such and such a causal role.” On this view of the 

predicate’s meaning, “being fragile” picks out a functional property, which can presumably be 

multiply realized by various lower-level properties. Consequently, the predicate can be true of 

objects which are fragile in virtue of different categorical properties that fill the relevant causal 

role, because what the predicate picks out is the causal role itself, not some role player. By 
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contrast, if deemed a functional description term, “being fragile” would be analyzable along the 

lines of “having the property that fills such and such a causal role,” and it would refer to what 

actually plays the causal role.  

 While it lies beyond the scope of my discussion to decide which of the two approaches is 

more plausible, note that either way ‘being fragile’ is clearly amenable to a heterogeneous G 

explanation. Both functional properties and categorical properties picked out by functional 

description concepts are great candidates for heterogeneous G explanation. In the former case, 

the explanation assumes the form of a realization theory, while in the latter, it yields an identity 

claim: the target property as conceived under the target concept is identified with some 

conceptually heterogeneous explaining property on the grounds that it is the latter that plays the 

causal role expressed by the target concept.  Therefore, when the target concept is a functional 

description concept, the heterogeneous G-explanation does rely upon the causal role of the target 

categorical property. When the target is a functional property (conceived via a functional 

concept), the G-explanation relies upon the causal role that is integral to the target property 

(rather than being the causal role of the target property), and cites the realizer of the target 

property as the explanans.     

 It is not fully clear whether Sturgeon intends to include in the category of dispositional 

properties only functional properties or perhaps also categorical properties conceived of under 

functional descriptions. One might be tempted to be charitable and assume that he consistently 

has in mind the former, and that by “the causal role of a dispositional property” he means (rather 

non-standardly) the causal role that is constitutive of a functional property, rather than the causal 

role played by a categorical property. On this interpretation, categorical properties 

conceptualized via functional description concepts count as non-dispositional properties and to 
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give a heterogeneous G explanation for them is to follow path 3 in Figure 5-1. On the alternative 

interpretation, they fall rather under category 4.  

 While it is not crucial which of the two interpretations was in fact intended by Sturgeon, 

it is important that, even though phenomenal concepts seem structurally dissimilar from both 

functional and functional description concepts, all the examples of target concepts that Sturgeon 

discusses look like either functional or functional description concepts. What one wants to ask at 

this juncture is whether heterogeneous G explanation can in fact be offered for any target 

concepts that share the structure of qualia concepts and so are neither functional nor functional 

description concepts. If the answer is affirmative, one would naturally be very curious to hear 

how such an explanation goes, since the model for that must be rather different from what 

Sturgeon has offered so far.  This issue will be revisited toward the end of this chapter.  

  In his attempt to show that it is the peculiar epistemic role of phenomenal concepts that 

renders qualia not explainable in physical terms, Sturgeon advances the following argument: 

1. A compelling heterogeneous G-explanation requires that the explaining concepts “connect 
sensibly” with the canonical evidence associated with the target concept.  

2. In the case of a heterogeneous G-explanation, explaining concepts can “connect sensibly” with 
the canonical evidence associated with the target concept only if the canonical evidence is 
distinct from the target property.    

3. But the canonical evidence associated with phenomenal concepts coincides with the target 
property.   

4. Therefore, qualia are not amenable to a heterogeneous G-explanation.  

 Before we examine how the premises of the argument are substantiated, we must try first  

to clarify the notion of canonical evidence, especially in relationship to concepts whose 

application is typically justified inferentially. On Sturgeon’s foundationalist picture of epistemic 

justification, if a belief is justified inferentially, there must be an end to the chain of justifiers, 

which consists in non-inferentially justified beliefs. Their justification rests in turn on various 

kinds of non-doxastic mental states (e.g.,  perceptions). By “canonical evidence for a concept’s 
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applications” Sturgeon appears to mean the collection of the non-doxastic mental states that the 

inferential chain associated with a standard application of the concept ends in.  

 To return to the premises of the above argument, Sturgeon suggests in support of (1) that 

the only way for the connection between the target property and the heterogeneous explaining 

property not to look arbitrary is for the explaining property to be shown to be what is causally 

responsible for the canonical evidence that is associated with the target concept. Therefore, it 

seems that the explaining concept “connecting sensibly” with the target concept’s canonical 

evidence comes down to the property singled out by the explaining concept being what causes 

the canonical evidence for the target concept. Sturgeon writes: “Imagine, for example, trying to 

explain colors in terms of wave lengths but failing to detail how wave lengths might look like 

colors. […] No properties can sensibly be thought to realize color unless those properties can 

sensibly be thought to look like colors. […] [I]magine trying to explain the solidity of objects in 

terms of component electron clouds but failing to detail how electron clouds can feel and look 

solid” (Sturgeon, 1994, p. 232). 

 In connection with (2), Sturgeon holds that it is precisely the distinctness between 

canonical evidence and target property which “makes it possible to forge a theoretical link from 

explaining properties to a conceptually dissimilar target property” (Sturgeon, 1994, p. 233). The 

thought is that, if the canonical evidence is not distinct from the target property, then the 

identification between target and a conceptually heterogeneous explaining property cannot be 

justified anymore on the grounds that the explaining property is what is causally responsible for 

canonical evidence; the relationship between evidence and target property is not causal, but 

rather identity. Consequently, the conceptual heterogeneity of target and explaining property is 

bound to make their identification seem arbitrary.  
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 One should keep in mind that Sturgeon’s avowed goal in this article is not to show that 

qualia cannot be explained in physical terms. That is supposed to be accepted by all parties to the 

debate. Rather, his aim is to offer an explanation of the gap that shows that the gap poses no 

problems for physicalism. The explanation offered goes as follows. For heterogeneous G 

explanation to be available, the target concept must meet a certain requirement: there must be 

distinctness between canonical evidence and target property. Qualia concepts, however, do not 

meet this requirement owing to their special epistemic role. Therefore, the absence of a 

heterogeneous G explanation for qualia raises no problems for physicalism. Even if qualia were 

physical, the standard mechanisms at work in justifying property reduction would not be 

applicable in their case because of the unique way in which they are conceptualized.  

  Does not this look like a promising strategy in responding to the gap challenge? One 

could argue that there is a structural problem with Sturgeon’s line of thought. What Sturgeon has 

accomplished is just to isolate a property of phenomenal concepts (i.e., their having a special 

epistemic role) which is sufficient for the gap to arise. However, if some other feature of 

phenomenal concepts, P, can be found such that P is also sufficient for the gap, but P looks 

problematic for physicalism (in the sense that it is at least prima facie plausible to think that, if 

phenomenal concepts have P and perhaps some other, uncontroversial feature, then what they 

pick out is not physical), then it is incumbent on Sturgeon to show that P is only apparently 

problematic.  

 I think that phenomenal concepts do have a special feature that sharply distinguishes 

them from concepts that express causal roles (whether functional or functional description 

concepts), though they share it with concepts like being spherical: grasping the concept appears 

to give one a special sort of access to the property picked out, which makes it difficult to 
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understand how a property like being in pain, for example, could turn out to be physical. To give 

a rough characterization of the semantic roots of this feature of concepts like being in pain and 

being spherical, one could say that a concept appears to afford such access to the property it 

singles out just in case it is “rigid” (i.e., the property picked out does not vary with the 

counterfactual scenario relative to which the concept is evaluated) and context insensitive (i.e., 

its semantic value does not depend on which scenario we assume it is tokened in). In Chapter 3, I 

called this property “being hyperstable.”40 Being hyperstable can be given a rigorous 

characterization in Chalmers’s two-dimensional framework: a concept counts as hyperstable if 

and only if its 1-intension is both identical to its 2-intension and a constant function.  

Note that some functional concepts can also be hyperstable, but phenomenal concepts do 

not seem to be functional, so it is intuitive to assume that no realization theory is available for 

them.   

  Being hyperstable is also sufficient to preclude heterogeneous G explanation.41 Recall 

that we wondered at an earlier point in the chapter whether heterogeneous G explanation is 

                                                 
40 Being hyperstable can be given a rigorous characterization in the two-dimensional framework due to Chalemrs. 
Roughly, the idea is that a concept counts as hyperstable iff its 1-intension is both identical to its 2-intension and a 
constant function.  

41 One might worry that Sturgeon appears inclined to reject this claim. He suggests that if the causal connection 
between target property and canonical evidence is built into the target concept, then we can be certain that the target 
property is identical to the property that “induces the canonical evidence” (Sturgeon, 1994, p. 233). Even if the 
causal link is not built into the target concept, however, we are said to still have “good empirical reasons” (Sturgeon, 
1994, p. 223) to uphold the identification. According to Sturgeon, in such a case empirically establishing that 
“despite their conceptual dissimilarity, explaining properties look, feel, taste and sound exactly as the target 
canonically looks, feels, tastes and sounds” provides “strong empirical reason for supposing that the target property 
is realized by the conceptually dissimilar explaining properties” (Sturgeon, 1994, p. 233). This thought could be 
used to attack my sufficiency claim. Of course, strictly speaking, Sturgeon is not committed to rejecting the claim 
that being hyperstable is sufficient for the gap, because he might contend that, while the causal connection between 
target property and canonical evidence doesn’t have to be built into the target concept for heterogeneous G 
explanation to work, there is something special about hyperstable concepts that defeats what would otherwise be 
solid empirical reasons for property identification. Since Sturgeon says absolutely nothing about what sorts of 
considerations might count as defeaters, though, it seems only fair in light of what he does explicitly say to consider 
the objection that being hyperstable isn’t sufficient to preclude heterogeneous G explanation.   
 Let us consider the hyperstable concept of being spherical. Could it turn out that the property of being 
spherical has a hidden nature just as water, temperature or lightning do?  The property of being spherical is the 
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available for any concept that is structurally like phenomenal concepts, which comes down to 

any concept that is hyperstable. The question should be answered in the negative. It might seem 

that the fact that being hyperstable is a more general feature of phenomenal concepts, which they 

share with certain other concepts, could be used against the physicalist. No hyperstable non-

phenomenal concepts are amenable to heterogeneous G explanation. We have, then, at least 

prima facie good reasons to think that, just as for these other concepts, phenomenal concepts 

afford insight into the nature of the property picked out. Why should we think that phenomenal 

concepts are the exception? (Even if Sturgeon were inclined to deny that phenomenal concepts 

are hyperstable, his argument would still seem to be undermined, for we have a strong intuition 

that phenomenal concepts have the behavior characteristic of hyperstable concepts, and therefore 

the burden of proof would rest on Sturgeon to show that this intuition is confused.)  

                                                                                                                                                             
property of being shaped like a three dimensional closed surface consisting of all and only the points that are 
equidistant from a given point, or of being of a shape sufficiently similar to this. Could being spherical turn out to be 
identical with some conceptually heterogeneous non-shape-property? And could we come to such an identification 
on the grounds that it is this non-shape-property that ultimately causes the canonical evidence for applications of the 
concept of a sphere (i.e., the experiences as of something spherical)? Consider the following thought experiment.  
 Suppose there is a possible world in which the laws of nature are such that all spherical objects must be 
composed exclusively of molecules having a certain property X (which though physical, is not a shape property) and 
all aggregates of molecules enjoying X must be spherical. Arguably, in such a world, being an aggregate of 
molecules each of which has X is by hypothesis what reliably generates in perceivers sphericality experiences, and it 
looks like by Sturgeon’s reasoning, we would have strong empirical reasons to identify this property with being 
spherical. I think our intuition about this case, though, is that such an identification is utterly unjustified. In this 
scenario, sphericality and being composed of molecules having X are clearly two distinct properties between which 
there is a nomically necessary correlation.  
 On a more general note, of course, talk of “what causes” an experience does not really make sense unless a 
particular element of some causal chain that ends in the experience has been raised to salience. In the case of 
compelling heterogeneous G explanation, it is the target concept that renders one such element prominent. For 
example, when we try to uncover the hidden nature of water, we know we are looking for a chemical compound that 
has a certain causal role, and in particular, that causes experiences as of a colorless, odorless liquid located in rivers, 
lakes, etc. A concept like spherical is neither a natural kind concept nor a functional concept, and the only thing it 
points to is the spherical shape of the object. That simply does not leave room for any discovery of a hidden nature 
of the target property. The fact that the spherical shape is necessitated with nomic strength by the conceptually 
heterogeneous microphysical property of being X seems irrelevant to the question about what property ‘spherical’ 
picks out, and this seems generalizable to any other hyperstable concept.  
 Consequently, it seems safe to conclude that Sturgeon offers no reasons to doubt that being hyperstable is 
sufficient to preclude heterogeneous G explanation.    
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 In response to the objection under consideration, Sturgeon might argue that, even though 

the familiar mechanism of scientific reduction cannot apply to any hyperstable concept, the 

phenomenal case is peculiar in that only for phenomenal concepts there is strong inductive 

evidence for identifying their referents with conceptually heterogeneous properties.42 And 

perhaps it is here that the special epistemic role of phenomenal concepts really enters the scene, 

as it might seem to help account for the status of psyhophysical identity statements as strong 

necessities: Maintaining that psychophysical identities are strong necessities is not ad-hoc. We 

have good inductive reasons to believe such statements are true. If true, they are strong 

necessities, but that should not come as a great surprise, given the special epistemic role of 

phenomenal concepts. In the standard examples of property reduction, there is a conceptual link 

between reducing and reduced property established via canonical evidence. For phenomenal 

properties, canonical evidence and reduced property are one and the same, and therefore the 

canonical evidence cannot serve as an epistemic intermediary between reduced and reducing 

property, which remain conceptually fully disparate, hence the status of psychophysical identities 

as strong necessities and their intuitive implausibility.  

To see that this is just a pseudo-explanation of strong necessities, one needs to be mindful 

of the distinction between the following two explanatory projects: explaining why the standard 

reduction mechanisms are not applicable to consciousness, on the one hand, and explaining why 

postulating strong necessities in the psychophysical case is not after all ad-hoc, so that one can 

plausibly claim that the gap poses no insurmountable problems for physicalism. The second 

project is that of explaining why one should grant that the phenomenal, although not amenable to 

reduction understood in the usual way, is susceptible to a type of reduction carried out in 

                                                 
42 For more details on the inductive evidence at issue, see the last section of Chapter 5.   
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accordance with a radically different methodology. The difference between these two 

explanatory projects is crucial, and I suspect that the impression that the special epistemic role of 

phenomenal concepts is helpful in responding to the gap problem might stem from a failure to 

appreciate that considerably more is needed to attain the latter explanatory goal than to reach the 

former. The assumption physicalists often make is that achieving the former aim and then simply 

citing the inductive evidence in favor of physicalism is enough to accomplish the latter objective. 

I think, however, that this assumption is mistaken. There is a residual sense of ad-hocness about 

strong necessities that Sturgeon’s appeal to special epistemic properties of phenomenal concepts 

is unable to dispel, and the reason is that a posteriori physicalism is committed to two wildly 

different reduction methodologies. Standard property reduction has a substantive a priori step 

which ultimately grounds the identification between the reduced and the reducing property in the 

content and structure of the target concept. In the case of phenomenal concepts, the reduction is 

based exclusively on a posteriori considerations, and is entirely disconnected from the content of 

phenomenal concepts. Even worse, not only is it not grounded in the content of the target 

concept, but it appears effected in spite of what the target concept suggests regarding the nature 

of its referent. Being hyperstable, a phenomenal concept refers to a certain property by 

expressing the very same property, and therefore grasping such a concept would normally put 

one in a position to know what property it refers to. Moreover, having a special epistemic role, a 

phenomenal concept affords a privileged access to its referent by virtue of not being applied on 

the basis of distinct canonical evidence. Ironically, a posteriori physicalism entails that grasp of a 

phenomenal concept gravely misleads one about the nature of its referent.    

Different Kinds of Imagining/Conceiving (Hill and McLaughlin) 

 Hill’s main goal in his 1997 paper is to challenge the claim that what he calls 

“separability intuitions” (i.e., the intuition that, for example, there could be pain without C-fiber 
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firing and vice versa) constitute a good guide to possibility. He maintains that such intuitions are 

due to a particular type of exercise of either the faculty of imagination or the faculty of 

conception. He argues that either way, because of some special features of this exercise, the 

separability intuitions it supplies are highly unreliable. The distinction between imagining and 

conceiving that Hill makes use of is not explained very clearly. The idea is that the faculty of 

conception constructs representations that are “largely conceptual and propositional,” while 

those supplied by imagination are “largely qualitative” (Hill, 1997, p. 72), in the sense of 

perception like. (He holds that when we attempt to form representations of possible situations, 

we often make use of both faculties.) 

 Suppose that when one tries to construct a representation of an instance of pain without 

C-fiber firings, the source of one’s representations of the presence of pain and the absence of c-

C-fiber firings is the imagination. Why should we be wary of such representations and doubt that 

they latch onto a genuine possibility? Hill’s answer builds upon a suggestion made by Nagel. 

According to Nagel, this type of representation should not be trusted because it combines the 

products of two very different types of imagination. Conscious states are imagined via 

“sympathetic imagination,” whose exercise consists in putting oneself in a state whose 

phenomenal character resembles that of the conscious state imagined, while states like that of 

there being C-fibers firing are imagined via “perceptual imagination,” which is putting oneself in 

a state whose phenomenal character resembles in certain respects that of perceiving the 

phenomenon in question. Hill amends Nagel’s story to accommodate the objection that brain 

states are not possible objections of perception. According to Hill, phenomena like brain 

processes can only be the object of “indirect perception” (I will label it ‘perception*’), by which 

he means either perceiving a certain kind of apparatus that indicates the presence of C-fibers 
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firing, and being aware that that’s what it indicates (this is, by the way, clearly propositional!), or 

perceiving a model of that brain process as a model of it. The exercise of perceptual* 

imagination consists in putting oneself in a state which is relevantly similar to the state of 

perceiving* the phenomenon in question.  

 One might wonder at this point what sympathetically imagining the lack of pain amounts 

to, and likewise for perceptually* imagining the lack of some brain process. Regarding the 

former, perhaps sympathetically imagining a phenomenal state opposed to pain in nature would 

do for some purposes. However, it is not clear how one could “sympathetically” imagine the 

complete absence of phenomenal states, which is part of imagining a zombie. As for 

perceptually* imagining the lack of a brain process, Hill says it is putting oneself in a state that 

fails to satisfy the list of conditions laid out for perceptually imagining the presence of it, plus 

perhaps having the thought that there are no brain processes in the situation imagined. 

 It is Hill’s view that what’s responsible for the imaginability of pain without C-fibers 

firing and vice versa is the concerted operation of sympathetic and perceptual* imagination.  

 It is important to note that in this paper Hill acknowledges that the mere discovery that 

separability intuitions are the result of splicing together the products of two different types of 

imagination does not suffice to call those intuitions into question. He argues that the reason we 

should not trust separability intuitions is that a similar kind of "cooperation" between two 

different kinds of imagination--perceptual* and, this time, perceptual (instead of sympathetic)--is 

responsible for the notoriously unreliable possibility intuitions elicited by the Kripkean cases. 

Therefore, we have good reasons to be suspicious in the psychophysical case too. According to 

Hill, when we're imagining that water could fail to be H2O, and conclude such a thing is 
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possible, we are perceptually imagining a case where something is water, and we're 

perceptually* imagining that that is also a case of something that is not H2O. 

         The joint operation of perceptual and "perceptual* imagination" certainly looks unreliable. 

The fault, however, appears to lie with "perceptual* imagination" itself. Given Hill's gloss on 

what "perceptually* imagining a theoretical state" comes to, 'perceptually* imagining that state x 

obtains' looks more like a misnomer for imagining something quite different from state x itself—

namely, that certain facts obtain that provide some (highly defeasible) evidence for supposing 

that x obtains. 

 As an explanation of the mistaken possibility intuitions associated with the Kripkean 

statements, I find Hill’s story quite implausible. He presents the intuitions as rooted in a type of 

confusion that is neither likely nor interesting. I am also quite skeptical of the relevance of 

perceptual and perceptual* imagining to conceivability arguments against physicalism. While it 

could be the case that somebody finds the statement that pain is not C-fiber firing conceivably 

true because of taking "perceptually* imagining that p" to be a genuine case of imagining that p, 

that would be an uninteresting mistake, which no respectable dualist could possibly be suspected 

of.   

         One could try to fix the underlying account of imagining that C-fiber firing occurs/fails to 

occur, discard the putative analogy with the Kripkean examples, and claim instead that what 

makes intuitions about the psychophysical case suspicious is just their partial reliance on the a-

typical "sympathetic" imagination. Such an approach looks similar to Papineau’s argument about 

the antipathetic fallacy, as it too proposes to exploit a putative phenomenological similarity 

between a phenomenal state and the state of imagining that state. Given the overall dialectic, 

however, for such a strategy to engage the gap argument, it would have to be pursued with the 
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goal of defending either non-ascriptivism or strong necessities, and it is unclear how either aim 

could be accomplished successfully.43 

 With respect to separability intuitions produced by our faculty of conception, Hill 

similarly argues that there are certain psychological mechanisms that are responsible for them, 

and which should not be trusted because they are also the source of the mistaken possibility 

intuitions about the Kripkean examples. Here is how these psychological mechanisms are 

supposed to operate: whenever there are two concepts that are not a priori connected, a 

separability intuition is generated regarding the properties picked out by the two concepts, 

provided that the subject is not in possession of any a posteriori evidence that the two concepts 

are coextensive. Hill says that is what is responsible for the mistaken intuitions attaching to the 

Kripkean examples, and maintains that we thus have a “strong inductive argument” for the 

unreliability of separability intuitions. (Actually, the proviso about lack of a posteriori evidence 

to the contrary should be eliminated for I don’t think possessing such evidence is enough to 

prevent the relevant intuition about either pain or water.)  

 This argument is by no means convincing. Quite curiously, Hill grants a little later in the 

paper that, by contrast with ‘water,’ ‘pain’ and ‘the firing of C-fibers’ don’t pick out what they 

do via contingent modes of presentation. However, since the reason why the psychological 

mechanism described by Hill yields the wrong intuition about water is precisely that ‘water’ 

picks out the chemical compound H2O via a contingent property of it (which invites a conflation 

of the perfectly possible scenario in which the watery stuff around here is not H2O with the 

                                                 
43 Although the involvement of sympathetic imagination may be relevant to the gap intuition (though we have seen 
in the discussion of Papineau that its explanatory potential is even in that area very limited), it is most unclear how it 
could help explain the existence of strong necessities, i.e., how it could justify the discounting of some possible 
worlds when identifying the property determined by the primary intention of a phenomenal concept.  
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impossible one in which water is not H2O), we have been provided no good reason to believe the 

separability intuitions should likewise be distrusted.  

 So, the important question Hill must answer is why the separability intuition is unreliable 

given that ‘pain’ and ‘the firing of C-fibers’ are not natural kind terms. Some things he says 

suggest he thinks that is because phenomenal and non-phenomenal concepts have very different 

associated justification conditions. Paradigmatic applications of phenomenal concepts are 

justified in virtue of the very state that they pick out (or self justifying, or beyond justification). 

By contrast, the experiences that are relevant to the justification of applications of neuroscientific 

concepts are of two kinds: experiences that confirm the theories in which those concepts are 

introduced and experiences that one has when one engages in “indirectly perceiving” 

neuroscientific states. The claim is that this difference in justification conditions suffices to put 

into doubt separability intuitions. 

 However, it is by no means clear why this should be deemed a satisfactory reason to 

doubt separability intuitions. First, Hill himself assumes in the paper that to call into doubt the 

reliability of the psychological mechanism that is responsible for the separability intuitions one 

must point out other circumstances in which the same mechanism is unreliable. But this is a 

mechanism that by definition applies only to the psychophysical case. Second, and more 

important, if both the concept of pain and the neurological concept are ascriptive, and neither is a 

natural kind concept (both of which Hill appears to grant), it simply follows that it’s possible for 

each state to exist without the other, as long as that is conceivable, unless metaphysical 

possibility is narrower than logical possibility. Therefore, if Hill neither rejects ascriptivism nor 

endorses strong necessities, I do not see how he can avoid the conclusion that the separability 

intuitions are correct, nor how appeal to the different epistemic features of phenomenal concepts 
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could help him explain them away. On the other hand, if he is willing to either uphold non-

ascriptivism or embrace strong necessities, Hill owes us a story about the exact explanatory 

function fulfilled by the special epistemic role of phenomenal concepts within the larger project 

of justifying either non-ascriptivism or belief in strong necessities. (The discussion of Sturgeon’s 

response to the gap problem from the previous section suggests, however, that one should not be 

too optimistic in this regard.) 

  The 1999 paper Hill co-wrote with McLaughlin provides a somewhat different response 

to the conceivability arguments, even though the authors refer the reader to Hill’s 1997 piece as 

if nothing of substance maintained there would be implicitly retracted. The tenet that separability 

intuitions are either the result of the collaboration of two widely different types of imagination or 

the product of concurrently employing two kinds of concepts with markedly different epistemic 

properties is still intended to play an important role in their response to the conceivability 

arguments. However, the answer to the question why we should deem such a collaboration 

suspicious is different. This time there is no attempt to offer any examples of mistaken 

possibility intuitions the same (or a relevantly similar) kind of collaboration is responsible for. 

Rather, Hill and McLaughlin claim first that the mere fact that the psychological mechanisms 

involved are different as indicated makes it clear that there should be no presumption in favor of 

the reliability of their joint exercise. However, I am not sure why that should be so.  Presumably, 

they do not mean to imply that any modal intuition grounded in the joint exercise of different 

kinds of imagination or in the employment of concepts with different associated justification 

conditions is doubtful. As Chalmers notes44, this strategy would “help” one explain away pretty 

much any modal intuition—there are different epistemic constraints associated with color 

                                                 
44 (Chalmers, 1999, p. 486). 
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concepts and shape concepts, therefore, the intuition that red squares are possible is unreliable. 

But then what kind of differences should raise one’s suspicions exactly and why?  

 It appears that it is the involvement in the alliance of sympathetic imagination or 

phenomenal concepts, with their peculiar epistemic properties, that is supposed to raise 

suspicions, and the idea seems to be that those are such that phenomenal properties would tend to 

appear to us distinct from physical properties even if they were not. This, however, brings us 

back to the strategies pursued by Papineau and Sturgeon, which have already been examined and 

evaluated in earlier sections of this chapter.  

 From a dialectical angle, it is hard to pin down the exact way in which the Hill and 

McLaughlin strategy engages the gap argument. They argue that separability intuitions and 

hence the general conceivability-possibility principle should be discarded on the grounds that 

they are in radical conflict with “common sense beliefs and the continuing commitments of 

rational enquiry” (Hill & McLaughlin, 1998, p. 450). They maintain that denying physicalism 

leads to epiphenomenalism, which is highly counterintuitive. Accepting psychophysical 

identities by contrast best explains the existence of psychophysical correlations, and is therefore 

commended by our longstanding methodological commitments to simplicity and overall 

coherence. There appear to be two options here. On the one hand, this claim might rest on a 

general picture of the justification of theoretical identifications which I have rejected as 

misguided, as on my generalized derivability account of the explanatory gap, ordinary theoretical 

identifications are justified by virtue of being deducible from D, rather than on the basis of 

methodological considerations pertaining to their explanatory potential. On the other hand, one 

could suggest that while ordinary theoretical identifications are justified via entailments, for 

psychophysical identity statements the special nature of psychophysical concepts precludes 
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entailment, and they are justified instead via an argument to the best explanation.  (Hill and 

McLaughlin do not say enough to make it clear how they understand scientific reduction in the 

uncontroversial cases, and therefore it is not fully clear which of the two options they find 

congenial.)45 In this latter case, it seems that Hill and McLaughlin do not carry the discussion 

much further than Papineau and Sturgeon.     

Phenomenal Concepts as Recognitional (Loar) 

 Loar rejects what he calls ‘the semantic premise” (SP), which he deems to be a common 

assumption of the knowledge argument and the gap argument: 

 (SP) Two conceptually independent concepts can pick out the same property only if at 

 least one of them expresses a contingent mode of presentation.  

Note that, if ascriptivism is a given, rejecting (SP) amounts to postulating strong necessities. 

Loar’s explicitly formulated goal is to give an account of phenomenal concepts that helps explain 

how (SP) could be erroneous. In effect, Loar appears to think that the only counterexamples to 

(SP) are certain pairs of concepts one member of which is always phenomenal. Therefore, it is 

incumbent upon him to supply an account of phenomenal concepts that explains why 

phenomenal concepts are the only ones well suited to cause trouble for (SP). 

 Loar claims that phenomenal concepts belong to the larger category of “recognitional 

concepts.” 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, 1990, p. 600). The 

recognitional abilities that such concepts are grounded in “depend on no consciously accessible 
                                                 
45 In section II of their paper, Hill and McLaughlin declare that they are not committed to strong necessities, but it is 
rather clear that they misunderstand the notion. They claim that metaphysical and logical possibility are one and the 
same thing, and reject instead the principle that everything conceivable is logically possible, which is in fact trivial, 
when properly understood. That suggests that Hill and McLaughlin misdescribe their position and might actually be 
stuck with strong necessities, unless, of course, they would rather reject ascriptivism. 
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analysis into component features; they can be irreducibly gestalt” (Loar, 1990, p. 601). He argues 

that, in addition,  phenomenal concepts pick out the properties that they do ‘directly,’ that is, not 

by way of contingent modes of presentations” (Loar, 1990, p. 602). They are claimed to differ in 

this respect from all other recognitional concepts, which connote contingent modes of 

presentation.  

 The crucial question that arises is how referring directly, or not via a contingent mode of 

presentation, should be understood. Two ways of unpacking this come to mind. Phenomenal 

concepts do not express contingent modes of presentation because they express necessary modes 

of presentation (i.e., are expressible by hyperstable terms in L), or because they do not express 

modes of presentation at all. The latter proposal can be understood in two ways: phenomenal 

concepts do not have any content (radical non-ascriptivism), or, while they do have some 

content, it fails to determine a full-blown mode of presentation of the property picked out 

(moderate non-ascriptivism). Note that the Kripkean intuitions about the semantics of pain—

which Loar cites in an attempt to mitigate the objection that it is ad hoc to maintain that 

phenomenal concepts are the only recognitional concepts that do not express contingent modes 

of presentation—only support the first proposal. While it is not entirely clear which one of these 

one should attribute to Loar (radical non-ascriptivism appears not to be an option), (Loar, 1990) 

gives the impression it might be the first proposal that he is leaning toward. (Loar, 1999) 

suggests that even more strongly. This interpretation is also supported by Loar’s claim that not 

connoting contingent modes of presentation makes phenomenal concepts unique among 

recognitional concepts, for, presumably, if he had thought that phenomenal concepts did not 

connote contingent modes of presentation in the sense that they lacked (full-blown) ascriptive 

content, this would have been precisely on the grounds that they are recognitional. 
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  How exactly is the tenet that phenomenal concepts are recognitional and, in addition, 

special among recognitional concepts in one of these senses supposed to undermine (SP)? If 

phenomenal concepts are non-ascriptive (either in the weak, or the strong sense), then (SP) is 

clearly undermined since phenomenal terms simply do not express (full-blown) modes of 

presentation. However, it is hard to see how the claim that phenomenal concepts are 

recognitional could lend support to non-ascriptivism about phenomenal concepts, whether of the 

radical or the moderate variety.  On the contrary, if phenomenal concepts are grounded in 

recognitional abilities of the sort Loar alludes to, then one would expect for there to be primary 

intensions a priori associated with such concepts. 

 What if phenomenal concepts are thought of as ascriptive? Well, Loar would then claim 

that they express the same property as they pick out (as the dualist himself typically insists)—

which in my terminology comes down to saying that phenomenal terms are hyperstable. 

Moreover—Loar seems to be arguing—since physicalism entails that phenomenal terms pick out 

physical properties, it follows that a phenomenal term and the physical term that is co-referential 

with it both pick out and express the same physical-functional property (Loar assumes that the 

relevant physical term is also hyperstable). At this juncture it might seem as though Loar’s 

strategy runs up against the following objection, due to Chalmers: What reason do we have to 

expect a phenomenal term to pick out a physical-functional property?  Chalmers expects Loar to 

cite in response to this challenge the recognitional nature of phenomenal concepts and to note 

that it is quite typical of recognitional concepts to turn out to pick out the same property as 

certain theoretical concepts. The problem, according to Chalmers, is that typically recognitional 

concepts do not express the same property as the one they pick out, and that looks exactly like 

the feature that enables a recognitional concept to refer to the same property as some theoretical 
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concept. For example, ‘that kind of plant’ picks out the type of cactus that happens to cause a 

perceptual representation of a specific type. Therefore, Chalmers concludes that Loar’s strategy 

is self-defeating as it conjoins two tenets that undermine each other: if phenomenal concepts are 

special among recognitional concepts in that they are hyperstable, then their being recognitional 

cannot be used anymore to support the view that they refer to physical properties.  

I suspect, however, that Loar invokes the putative recognitional nature of phenomenal 

concepts to attain a more modest explanatory goal than Chalmers supposes.  Moreover, quite 

apart from Loar’s particular intentions, a physicalist might well be inclined to construe the 

explanatory function of the hypothesis that phenomenal concepts are recognitional in such a 

more modest fashion as I will now delineate. The claim that phenomenal properties are physical 

is often viewed by pysicalists as considerably well supported via an argument to the best 

explanation. From this methodological angle, it seems that all that recourse to the recognitional 

view of phenomenal concepts is intended to accomplish is explaining why the gap problem does 

not succeed in overturning the inductive evidence for physicalism. More specifically, as 

physicalists tend to understand the dialectic, what is in need of explanation is (assuming 

ascriptivism) the unique status of psychophysical identities as “strong necessities,” or, in other 

words, why, even though accepting physicalism about the mind has the consequence that 

phenomenal concepts supply the only counterexamples to (SP), that does not undermine the 

epistemic credentials of the physicalist position.  If Loar’s explanatory strategy is interpreted 

along these lines, the charge leveled by Chalmers against it appears to miss the mark.  

Suppose that Loar resorts to the theory of recognitional concepts to develop an argument 

of the following sort. Outside the psychophysical case, independent concepts pick out the same 

property only if at least one of them expresses a contingent mode of presentation of that 
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property. One should not, however, expect the same thing to hold for psychophysical identities. 

Consider true identity statements that employ ordinary recognitional concepts and corresponding 

coextensive non-recognitional concepts, such as “that type of tree is an oak”.  In sharp contrast 

with such ordinary identity statements, in which at least the recognitional concept expresses a 

contingent mode of presentation of the property picked out  (if not both concepts, as is the case 

in the example at hand), a psychophysical identity statement like ‘pain is the firing of C-fibers’ 

contains two predicates that express hyperstable concepts. (Loar assumes that the theoretical 

concept is hyperstable, which I will concede for the sake of the argument. Regarding 

phenomenal concepts, as we saw, he grants that they are hyperstable, a highly intuitive semantic 

point which he regards as ontologically neutral, and one the physicalist picture is perfectly able 

to accommodate.) Phenomenal concepts are unique among recognitional concepts in being 

hyperstable, and, assuming physicalism, that is what accounts for the necessity of the primary 

intention of ‘pain is the firing of C fibers.’ On the other hand, psychophysical identities appear to 

be the only counterexamples to (SP) among theoretical identifications, but this observation does 

not carry much weight for it ignores the recognitional character of phenomenal concepts. Despite 

their expressing the same property, pain and the firing of C fibers are conceptually independent 

(and therefore the identity is a posteriori) because recognitional concepts are always conceptually 

independent from theoretical concepts; they do not describe their referent in theoretical terms, 

but are grounded in sheer recognitional abilities and can be “pure Gestalt.”46 

Is this explanation successful in removing the ad-hoc air of the physicalist tenet that 

psychophysical identities, even though a posteriori, have a necessary primary intension? I submit 

                                                 
46 On the interpretation I am proposing, what the hypothesis that phenomenal concepts are recognitional is 

intended to help explain is not so much their coreferentiality with theoretical concepts, as their conceptual 
independence from such.   
 

152 



 

that it is not, because it does not even begin to dispel the mystery surrounding the putative strong 

necessities. Recognitional concepts may very well be in general conceptually independent from 

theoretical concepts, but if they are grounded in recognitional abilities, then they quite clearly are 

associated with a mode of presentation which yields for each logically possible (centered) world 

considered as actual the objects (if any) that trigger the recognitional abilities in question. Since 

the relevant domain of the primary intension is the collection of logically possible (centered) 

worlds, the value of the function for some arguments will consist in a state that feels like pain 

even though the subject at the center of the world is not simultaneously in a C-fiber firing kind of 

state. Has the physicalist given us any good reason for discounting such worlds as not genuinely 

possible in a metaphysical sense? It seems not.   

To sum up, the result established in the present section is that Loar’s view of phenomenal 

concepts as recognitional does not seem apt to either support non-ascriptivism about phenomenal 

concepts or help explain why phsychophysical identity statements should be expected to enjoy 

the unique status of strong necessities.  

 The Prospects for A Posteriori Physicalism and Neutral Monism  

Champions of physicalism like to emphasize that the issue between them and dualists can 

only be settled on a posteriori grounds (irreducibly mental states would be merely contingent 

existents after all, which makes it unlikely that any purely a priori argument can be offered either 

for or against them), and, when asked about the evidential support in favor of physicalism, they 

typically tend to cite either an argument from the causal closure of the physical or an argument to 

the best explanation, where the explanandum is constituted by the pervasive psychophysical 

correlations we all agree obtain. Without in any way aiming at an exhaustive examination of 

these arguments, briefly rehearsing them will help us bring into sharper focus the dialectic 

situation.  
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The first prominent argument for physicalism47 starts from the uncontroversial premise 

that mental phenomena and brain phenomena are systematically correlated. Physicalism offers a 

very elegant and economical explanation of psychophysical correlations in that it postulates that 

phenomenal states are either identical with or realized by brain states. For instance, if being in 

pain just is a functional state realized, say, in humans, by a certain pattern of neural firings, then 

there is no wonder that whenever a human experiences pain, the pattern in question is 

identifiable in her brain, and vice versa. Physicalism is superior to dualism as an explanatory 

hypothesis because, first of all, it posits fewer things. To explain why the mental and the physical 

are always correlated in specific ways, dualism postulates the existence of a separate ontological 

layer of mental properties, which is something over and above the physical domain. The 

physicalist, by contrast, identifies each phenomenal property with some physical-functional 

property. Second, to accommodate the observed psychophysical correlations, the dualist needs to 

countenance fundamental laws of nature that connect the phenomenal to the physical realm. The 

physicalist, however, has no need for psychophysical laws that hold with mere nomic necessity. 

Therefore, it seems that when Ockham’s razor is applied, physicalism turns out to be more 

economical as regards both the types of properties posited and the basic laws countenanced.    

The two explanatory virtues delineated seem to apply quite clearly to a priori 

physicalism, but the question of interest to us is whether they automatically extend to a posteriori 

physicalism, as that has been the brand of physicalism under scrutiny in the current chapter. 

Before answering the question, let us take a quick look at the other major argument for 

physicalism.  

                                                 
47 See, for instance, (Melnyk, 2003) for a detailed exposition of this argument.  
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The argument from the causal closure of the physical, which was already succinctly 

discussed in Chapter 3, goes something like this. The impressive success of the physical sciences 

is taken to substantiate the so-called “principle of the causal closure of the physical,” which is 

notoriously difficult to state, but for our limited purposes in this section, the following 

formulation will do: any physical event that has a cause at t has a physical cause at t. To that the 

highly intuitive claim is added that the mental is causally efficacious, in the sense that some 

mental events cause physical events, as well as the tenet that there is no overdetermination (e.g., 

of physical events by physical and mental events). The conclusion derived from these premises is 

that mental events are physical. 

The options available to the dualist, when faced with the argument under discussion, are 

rather clear: either embrace epiphenomenalism, or reject the causal closure premise, or uphold 

overdetermination. Each of the first two options raises complex questions of its own, which I 

will set aside in what follows, however.  If we grant for the sake of the argument that the mental 

is causally efficacious and the physical is causally closed, the causal closure argument can be 

reframed as an inference to the best explanation along the following lines: physicalism about 

phenomenal states is the best explanation of phenomenal states causing physical phenomena, 

under the assumption that the physical is causally closed, for the only relevant alternative is the 

hypothesis that some physical events are overdetermined, and that would constitute an inferior 

explanation. Not only would it posit more properties and more basic laws than physicalism, but it 

would also entail that there is pervasive redundancy in how the world works.   

Both arguments to the best explanation that I have sketched on behalf of the physicalist 

put a high premium on parsimony. A theoretical hypothesis that postulates fewer things and 

fewer basic laws of nature and avoids positing causal mechanisms that account for events for 
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which we already have alternative uncontroversial causal explanations counts, other things being 

equal, as a better explanation. This is the respectable methodology that science is built on, and 

the philosopher of mind prides herself on following in the scientist’s footsteps when trying to 

solve the mind-body problem. However, the crucial question is, of course, whether other things 

really are equal. What the discussion of the explanatory gap problem has brought to light is, I 

think, is precisely that they are not. There are several different criteria that govern theory choice 

when scientists resort to inference to the best explanation,48 such as accounting for more data, 

managing to compellingly unify domains previously regarded as disparate and being simpler. 

Physicalism may be able to account for the highly intuitive claim that the mental is causally 

efficacious without paying the price of positing sui-generis mental properties and a surplus of 

causal mechanisms, but, while commendable in itself, ontological parsimony comes at a high 

cost in the case at hand, and, ironically, the cost is one in understanding. By postulating that the 

phenomenal is not something over and above the physical, physicalism renders the relationship 

between the mind and the body epistemically opaque. The unification of the mental and the 

physical domains which physicalism effects has an air of artificiality about it, and the higher 

ontological simplicity of the physicalist hypothesis requires learning how to live with a certain 

amount of irremovable mystery.  

Suppose that both the causal closure of the physical and the causal efficacy of the mental 

are shown to be unassailable theses. They quite clearly are not that, as there are, on the one hand, 

(at least prima facie) reasons to resist the inference by enumerative induction taken to support the 

former, and, on the other hand, ways of arguing that epiphenomenalism can account for all the 

data suggesting that the mental is causally efficacious, but let us imagine that we were in 

                                                 
48 See, for instance, (Lipton, 2004).  
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possession of irrefutable evidence for both theses. We would be left then with two major 

explanatory hypotheses of the causal efficacy of the mental: a dualism that upholds 

overdetermination and a physicalism that identifies conscious states with physical states but is 

unable to dispel the intuitive puzzlement about how consciousness could possibly be physical. 

Which one looks like the better explanation? It seems to me implausible to opt for the latter.  

What the gap problem brings out is that the range of explananda that need to be accounted for by 

the physicalist is broader than one might have thought. In particular, it turns out that one of the 

things that needs to be explained is the strong necessity status of psychophysical identities, and 

when that is fully appreciated, it becomes doubtful that the physicalist hypothesis really ranks as 

“the best explanation.” The price the physicalist pays for a unitary ontology is a bifurcated 

methodology. Ontological parsimony comes at the cost of methodological extravagance, for 

physicalism postulates two radically different reduction mechanisms: one for all the standard 

cases of property reduction, which is grounded in the content of the concept via which the 

reduced property is grasped, and a very different mechanism applicable only to mental 

properties, which is entirely disconnected from the target concept and, because of that, is bound 

to seem ad-hoc. If we take seriously the methodological principles brandished by the physicalist, 

and hold him accountable to the explanatory standards he upholds, physicalism seems to fail (on 

its own terms, as it were).  

 In the remainder of the section, I will investigate the implications of the gap problem for 

neutral monism. Consider the conjunction of the following four theses: 

a. Physical theory only provides information about functional properties of things, and reveals 
absolutely nothing about their intrinsic nature.  

b. Metaphysically, consciousness is not something over and above these intrinsic properties of 
what we call ‘matter.’  

c. The intrinsic properties of matter are not themselves phenomenal. 
d. The intrinsic non-phenomenal properties are not graspable by any possible thinker.  
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How does the conjunction of a) through d) fare, which on my account of the physical qualifies as 

neutral monism, and which meets with a lot of praise from philosophers such as Chalmers?  

 First of all, one might worry that the view appears highly undermotivated. What are the 

reasons why one should favor neutral monism over idealism? Why accept that the intrinsic 

nature of matter is inscrutable not just to us but to any possible thinking being? At this point one 

is typically offered some perfunctory argument that the only intrinsic properties that we have a 

direct grasp of are phenomenal. But how does it follow that the only intrinsic properties that any 

possible cognizer could form a non-relational conception of must be phenomenal? And if 

assuming that the intrinsic nature of matter is non-phenomenal really leads to the conclusion that 

it is in principle unknowable, why is not it more rational to embrace idealism? After all, it is not 

like neutral monism, which appeals to mysterious, ungraspable basic non-phenomenal properties 

can shed any light on the explanatory question as to how there can be consciousness in the world.  

Since neutral monism is explanatorily silent with respect to consciousness, we might as well take 

consciousness as ontologically basic (especially since there is nothing about phenomenal 

concepts themselves that could force us to treat phenomenal properties as ontologically 

derivative), and try to explain other things in terms of it, which are quite plainly not ontologically 

fundamental and so must be built out of something else.    

 What Chalmers, who is otherwise the fiercest enemy of property reduction claims that are 

explanatorily opaque, says in defense of neutral monism is that its lack of explanatory power 

when it comes to accounting for consciousness cannot really be held against it because of the 

special nature of the intrinsic properties of matter.  

One might also object that we do not have any conception of what protophenomenal 
properties might be like, or of how they could constitute phenomenal properties. This is 
true, but one could suggest that this is merely a product of our ignorance. In the case of 
familiar physical properties, there were principled reasons (based on the character of 
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physical concepts) for denying a constitutive connection to phenomenal properties. Here, 
there are no such principled reasons. (Chalmers, 2003a, p. 139) 

Since one cannot form any positive non-relational conception of protophenomenal properties , it 

is illegitimate to expect the way in which consciousness is constituted by them to become 

explanatorily transparent. Once you accept the mysterious intrinsic ungraspable features of 

matter, which you are supposed to have good reasons to do, “all bets are off.”   

Chalmers seems to think that since, according to this position, the intrinsic nature of 

matter is in principle ungraspable, and hence mysterious, the tenet that the intrinsic ungraspable 

properties of matter constitute not only “the physical” but also consciousness comes at no further 

explanatory cost. However, it seems confused to assume that this extra tenet brings in no 

additional mystery. We do not have any model for how intrinsic phenomenal properties could be 

constituted by more basic conceptually heterogeneous intrinsic properties, and it doesn’t quite do 

to just point in response to the ungraspable nature of the properties that are supposed to 

constitute the supervenience base. It is important to remember what the motivation was for 

neutral monism in the first place: namely, a claim about the content of scientific terms, which 

allegedly capture only dispositional properties (and therefore, by contrast with phenomenal 

concepts, are not hyperstable). Consequently, neutral monism postulates a radical explanatory 

asymmetry between the physical and the phenomenal.  Despite the inconceivable nature of the 

categorical non-phenomenal properties, the claim that the physical is constituted by them is fully 

intelligible. It brings along no further mystery because the structure of physical concepts makes 

it perfectly clear how it might turn out that the physical was made up of these ungraspable 

properties: physical concepts are functional/functional description concepts. The phenomenal 

case is much murkier quite apart from the nebulous nature of the supervenience base. We have 

here, just as we do in the case of a posteriori physicalism, a relationship of constitution that is 

159 



 

unique in its explanatory opacity, and it is not clear what justifies Chalmers’s different treatment 

of the two views.  

  What this reveals is that neutral monism is not simply undermotivated when compared to 

idealism. Rather, it is in a much worse condition, as it faces serious intelligibility problems. 

Chalmers’s stance on the relative strength of neutral monism and a posteriori physicalism seems 

rather irrational. If psychophysical identities/supervenience claims are deemed problematic 

because of their unique status as strong necessities, how could the neutral monist conception of 

what makes up the phenomenal, which is also unique in its inscrutability, fare any better?  
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