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Introduction

Writing a book about the philosophical problem of consciousness is a bit
like opening a restaurant in New York City. Surely there are only so many
ways to prepare a fish! When it comes to consciousness, positions have
been staked out, mapped out, and the logical space seems to be getting
pretty tight. The problem is by now familiar: conscious states, such as the
state of seeing red or feeling pain, have natures that seem to be beyond the
reach of physical explanation. While physics and the physical sciences can
explain all the pushings and pullings of the world, and those pushings and
pullings can explain a surprising amount, it is difficult to imagine how they
might fully explain what it’s like to taste chocolate. These features of
experiences can only be known “from the inside” by actually having the
experiences. Faced with this difficulty, most philosophers have divided
into three factions:

The hardliners: The hardliners deny the initial intuition, or at least its
value in thinking about consciousness. Consciousness can be fully
explained and understood by the physical sciences, and actually experi-
encing those states will add nothing to that understanding.
The epistemicists: The epistemicists maintain that though there is some-
thing one can learn by actually having an experience, this does not
imply that physicalism is false. There is an epistemic gap between our
understanding of physical states and our understanding of conscious
phenomenal states, but there is no corresponding metaphysical gap.
The non-physicalists: The non-physicalists―who include dualists,
panpsychists, proto-panpsychists, and the like―claim that this gap
between our understanding of the physical world and our grasp of
phenomenal consciousness does warrant a metaphysical conclusion.
Physicalism must be false.



While there are ways of carving things up into thinner slices, this threefold
division captures the major positions. One group denies the datum (or at
least its importance as datum), another group accepts the datum and denies
the inference from it, and the last group accepts both. Unless everyone has
the basic dialectic incorrect, these positions seem to exhaust logical space.
Each space is well populated by individuals with subtly different views, and
excepting a few conversions, once philosophers choose a place to camp
they rarely feel the need to move.
The majority of philosophers, it seems, are satisfied with the epistemicist

position in one form or another, pleased to be able to have their cake and
eat it too. While I will ultimately embrace a version of epistemicism, it is
one of the main themes of this book that current epistemicists have not yet
earned their peace of mind.1 When subjected to scrutiny their view has a
distinctly non-physicalist fragrance. In particular, I will argue that main-
taining their view requires them to believe in a special epistemic relation,
the relation of acquaintance, which is not easily squared with a purely
physicalistic outlook. What’s more, this commitment in turn forces them
to deny that any objective depiction of the world can be complete. That is,
physics must in some sense prove incomplete.
I suspect that if convinced of my arguments, many current epistemicists

will find themselves sliding to a hardline stance. Denying “objectivism”

will seem far too close to denying physicalism for most physicalists. I think
this worry is real, and it should be recognized, but that there is ultimately a
way to save the epistemicist project from complete collapse. It is to embrace
a “subjective physicalism.” Doing so, however, will require a bit more
metaphysical spadework than most epistemicists have done. Even making
sense of subjective physicalism takes a little doing, much less making it
palatable.
This book attempts to show a way forward for the dedicated physicalist

who is gripped by the problem of consciousness and wants to give the basic
data their full due. It does so in part by developing a truly metaphysical
definition of physicalism, untainted by epistemic elements, and it argues
that only by questioning the non-physicalist’s metaphysical arguments
“upstream” of his position that the anti-physicalist arguments can be

1 It is instructive, I think, that one of the earliest epistemicists―Terry Horgan (1984)
―doesn’t seem to have this peace of mind. The worries expressed in Horgan and Tienson
(2001), for example, are of the sort that must still be dealt with.
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resisted. It also attempts to explain the role of acquaintance in our appre-
hension of phenomenal properties, and to explain how the introduction of
this relation solves problems without introducing worse ones. In my view,
subjective physicalism is not so much an alternative to epistemicism as it is
a more honest and more complete form of it. It is more honest, I claim,
because it acknowledges its dependence on acquaintance and the loss of
objectivism. It is more complete because it recognizes that simply “going
epistemic,” even to the point of embracing acquaintance, doesn’t get one
out of the anti-physicalist arguments unless some further ontological work
is done.
Subjective physicalism occupies an admittedly uncomfortable space

between traditional epistemicism and non-physicalism. It can seem so
uncomfortable―a fact I discuss in the final chapter―that one wonders
why one shouldn’t just give up the game and become a dualist or some
other flavor of non-physicalist! The reason is simple: these views, far from
bringing phenomenal experience to the fore, unintentionally relegate
them to irrelevance.
Although the problem of mental causation is well rehearsed, it is worth

reviewing. This problem provides a significant part of the motivation for a
physicalistic account of the puzzle of conscious experience, and it will
occupy the background of much of the discussion to come. The problem
of mental causation is a result of the apparent inconsistency of the
following independently plausible theses:

1. Mental distinctness: The mental is not identical with the physical.
2. Physical adequacy: Physical events have sufficient physical causes if

they are caused at all.2
3. Mental causation: Some physical events are caused by mental events.
4. Non-overdetermination: Not every case of mental causation is a case of

overdetermination.

If these theses are in fact inconsistent, any three of them constitutes a valid
argument against the fourth. It is not unusual for physicalists to argue

2 I prefer speaking of physical adequacy instead of “the causal closure of the physical” since
the latter, but not the former, seems to imply that physical events only cause physical events.
This problem arises, however, from the plausible view that a physical account can be provided
for why physical events happen.
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against mental distinctness by appealing to theses 2 through 4. Papineau
puts the case succinctly:

Many effects that we attribute to conscious causes have full physical causes. But it
would be absurd to suppose that these effects are caused twice over. So, the
conscious causes must be identical to some part of those physical causes.3

It is somewhat ironic that the physicalist is in a better position than the
dualist to acknowledge the centrality of conscious thought in our lives. In
fact, the dualist faces a painful choice between isolation and infection:
either conscious states exist in causal isolation without contributing any-
thing new to the physical world (which is a consequence of rejecting
either mental causation or non-overdetermination) or there are physical
events that cannot be explained by the physical sciences. In the latter case
consciousness is not simply a benign addition to the physical system but
infects causal claims within the domain of physics.
It is important not to underestimate the significance of either isolation

or infection. It is tempting to think that the epiphenomenality of con-
sciousness might not be such a disaster. It might even be thought that
contemporary science is showing us that consciousness does not play the
causal role we think it does, and so the epiphenomenality of consciousness
actually receives empirical support.4 This cannot be the case. Even if it
turns out that conscious experiences do not play the roles in behavior that
we think they do, the idea that they play no role at all is absurd. At the very
least conscious states had better play a causal role in our knowledge of
them and in our talk about them. The empirical tests, in fact, assume as
much since they rely upon physical signs (such as verbal reports) to tell the
experimenter when the conscious experience is present. Surely if we have
to give up on the idea that our reports and descriptions of our conscious
experiences are not in fact caused by them we should second guess our
resistance to eliminativism. After all, it would be hard to explain how we
are in epistemic contact with them at all!
The infection that would come with interactionist dualism is probably

to be preferred to epiphenomenalism, but the consequences are pretty
undesirable here as well. Consider the prospects for neuroscience.

3 Papineau (2002, p.17).
4 I have in mind experiments by Libet et al. (1983), Milner and Goodale (1995), and claims

made in Ramachandran and Blakeslee (1998) and Wegner (2002). See Blackmore (2004) for
an accessible presentation of some of this research.
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Presumably many of the psycho-physical causal interactions would be
between conscious events and neural events. Neuroscience only talks
about the latter. Take a particular neural event N1 that has a non-physical
cause C1. Since C1 falls outside of the domain of neuroscience and cannot
be detected by its method, either the neuroscientist will think that N1 is
uncaused, or she will claim that N1 is directly caused by some previous
physical (probably neural) event N*. Either way, the neuroscientist is
wrong. The greater the number of psycho-physical interactions, the
worse off neuroscience is. The best we could hope for would be a
model that allows us to make predictions about neural events, but we
would have to give up on any claim that neuroscience was giving us the
correct picture of things. The infection does not stop at neurons, however.
Neurons are made of physical particles which are themselves made of
physical particles. Neurons fire because of charge inequalities which are
the result of the movement of ions across the cell membrane. This should
be completely determined by facts such as the presence of positively
charged sodium and potassium ions, the gating of ion channels, etc. All
of these things should be governed by electro-chemical and physical laws,
but if N1 really fires because of a non-physical conscious event, and there
is no overdetermination, they simply can’t be. Somewhere along the line
there will have to be an event that either appears uncaused or appears to be
caused by something that does not in fact cause it. This means that there is
unlawful behavior somewhere, either in the activity of the potassium ions,
or in the ion gates, etc. In any case, it will turn out that the electro-
chemical laws are falsified by some chemical reactions in the brain. And of
course the infection goes deeper, since chemical reactions are governed by
physical laws.
The resulting infection is not only troubling because it goes all the way

down to the basic sciences. It is most troubling, perhaps, because the
infection would not be local. The potassium in our neurons is just like
potassium elsewhere, and the atoms that make up that potassium are just
like atoms elsewhere. It is not as if the chemical and physical laws hold for
all atoms except for the ones in brains. If they do not hold of the atoms in
brains, they do not hold of atoms at all. If interactionist dualism is true, our
best picture of the world is fundamentally flawed.
The fact that non-physicalist views give us isolation of infection means

that we should avoid them if we can. Subjective physicalism offers a way to
do this, even as it gives up on a few other physicalist goals such as the
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completeness of objective theories such as physics. Objective theories are
only incomplete in a limited, epistemic sense, however. Put simply,
subjective physicalism is the view that ontologically the world is entirely
physical. Everything that there is supervenes upon the basic physical
particles and properties. Nevertheless, not every feature of the world can
be completely grasped by objective theorizing. This is not because there
are ghostly features of the world at the bottom level, as panpsychism might
have it, or that there are emergent phenomena at the more sophisticated
level of minds. Both of these would be ontological conclusions. The claim
is rather that at certain levels of complexity, at the level of knowers, there
are ways of grasping the world that are different than those given by
objective theorizing and that cannot be attained by such theorizing.
This book divides into three parts. The first, “Defining Physicalism,” sets

the stage for the debate. This is important to do from the outset, since
many definitions confuse issues of epistemology and the successes of
science with the ontological doctrine of physicalism. By doing so, they
can make logical space look smaller than it is. The problem of defining the
physical has two parts. One is to define what it is for basic properties to be
physical, and the other is to establish the relation everything else must bear
to those properties if the doctrine of physicalism is true. I address these
issue in Chapters 1 and 2. The second part of the book, The Threat of the
Subjective, argues that all of the ways to resist the knowledge argument
against physicalism without becoming a hardliner require denying object-
ivism. The discussion of the knowledge argument and our surprisingly
limited devices in responding to it occurs in Chapter 3, and Chapter 5
teases out the implications for and the proper understanding of “objectiv-
ism.” It would seem that embracing objectivism leads rather quickly to the
denial of physicalism. The third part of the book argues that this is not in
fact the case by discussing several arguments which push in that direction.
In Chapter 5, I discuss the conceivability argument and Max Black’s
“presentation argument,” exposing along the way the optional metaphys-
ical commitments that make those arguments plausible. In Chapter 6,
I return to the knowledge argument―highlighting its common premise
with the conceivability argument―and describe how acquaintance can be
used to defuse those arguments without that relation itself falling prey to
the anti-physicalist arguments. In Chapter 7, the final chapter, I take a look
back, considering the costs and benefits of subjective physicalism, and
comparing it to other views on the table.
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Although I do tend to view everything here as a package, from the
definition of physicalism to the role of acquaintance, it should be said that
many of the different positions and arguments of the book can stand alone.
Those philosophers who are either unbothered by the problem of defining
physicalism, or are perfectly satisfied deferring to the science of physics,
might have little interest in Part I of the book, for example. It is, I hope, a
virtue of my defense of physicalism that it does not depend on anything
particularly idiosyncratic about my definitions of that notion. Nothing, so
far as I can tell, is hidden in these definitions that allows physicalism too
easy a defense. Similarly, though my defense of the acquaintance strategy is
couched in a two-dimensional semantics, philosophers averse to such
views can probably mutatis mutandis preserve the central idea of the
acquaintance theory in the semantics of their choosing. The account in
this book tends to stay close to the definitions and semantics invoked by
the anti-physicalists, not only because I find myself in sympathy with
them, but because I am interested in a defense of physicalism that cannot
be accused of changing the topic or of ignoring the dualist’s insights.
Perhaps some will find this too concessive, but if physicalism can be
defended while still in a concessive mood, all the better.
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PART I

Defining Physicalism

Why worry about defining “physicalism?” Many philosophers discussing
the problem of consciousness don’t bother with the issue, but being clear
about what this problem really is requires that we do. The problem of
consciousness, in philosophy anyway, is raised by a group of arguments
claiming that the existence of consciousness is not compatible with phys-
icalism. If we are interested in whether or not these arguments succeed,
indeed if we are interested in understanding what the arguments claim, we
should become as clear as possible about what they mean by “conscious-
ness” as well as what is involved in physicalism.
What should we look for in such a definition? If it is to serve our

purposes—in evaluating the anti-physicalist arguments—it must at the
very least divide the terrain in the way the arguments seem to presuppose.
It would be silly to equate “the physical” with “the real,” for example,
since the conclusion of these arguments would be self-contradictory. So,
we will let our definition be guided by the arguments. Furthermore, if
possible our definition should make it as easy as possible to evaluate the
premises of the arguments. If the arguments claim that we can imagine a
physical duplicate of our world which lacks consciousness, we should
know what we are being asked to imagine, and ideally we should have
some sense of how to imagine it in the detail required by the arguments.
Vague definitions, therefore, which define the physical in terms of the
conclusion of a future physics, are of no help. Our definitions should also
help to contextualize the concerns of the anti-physicalists in a greater
tradition of arguments. They are asking of consciousness, for example,
what some philosophers and scientists once asked about life. So though we



should let our definition be guided by the arguments, it should not ignore
the fact that the questions they are raising are parts of a larger question.
For these reasons and others, we cannot simply rest with the view that

physicalism maintains that everything is physical. Such a flat-footed defin-
ition has two shortcomings. One failing is that it is not particularly
informative, since it employs one of the notions most in need of clarifica-
tion. The problem with understanding physicalism isn’t really the “-ism,”
but the “physical.” What does it mean for a property or thing to be
physical? Many theorists think there is a further problem with this simple
definition. Even if we could pin down what it meant to be physical, do we
really want it to claim that everything—as in every property or object—is
physical? Need it claim that numbers are physical objects, or that the
property of being jovial is a physical property? Perhaps, but perhaps not.
This will partly depend on how one defines physical, and just how strict
one’s notion of physicalism is. At the very least, this concern should lead us
to be a bit more cautious in advancing our definition.
The problem of defining “physicalism” divides into three parts. First,

the definition should specify the domain of physicalism. Should it cover
numbers and other abstracta? Should it cover supernatural divine entities
or simply concrete things of the sort we discover in scientific investi-
gations? Call this the domain problem. Second, it should provide a precise
characterization of what it takes for something to be physical in a narrow
sense. Call this the base problem. Third, it should indicate a relation things
must hold to the objects or properties described by the base notion if they
are to be called physical in a more general sense. Call this the relation
problem. So, for example, one could define physicalism as the view that
every contingent property is identical with a property posited by current
physics. The domain of this thesis is “contingent properties,” the base
notion is “properties posited by current physics” and the relation is
“identity.”1
To see how each of these three parts can raise issues, we can look at

some problems with this straw-man definition. First, suppose one were
engaged in a debate about the physicality of numbers. This definition
would essentially be useless, since it doesn’t concern things like numbers.
So, the domain one is interested in studying might well affect what is

1 See Stoljar (2010).
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