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WHAT NEW WAVE MATERIALISTS CAN’T SAY

PATRICK KUEHNER LEWTAS

Abstract. Most phenomenal concept strategists, or concept dualists, trace the
explanatory gap to “thin” phenomenal concepts that fail to represent phenomenal
properties as physical entities. New Wave Materialists, a subgroup of concept
dualists, claim that our physical and phenomenal concepts each represent expe-
rience completely and accurately, but nevertheless so differently that a priori links
don’t (and can’t) hold between them. This paper argues that you can’t have two
distinct but nevertheless complete and accurate representations of the same thing.
One (or both) of the representations must misrepresent, or the two representations
must represent different things. The paper then puts its arguments in a wider
context. It notes that our phenomenal concepts must be transparent, translucent,
mildly opaque, or radically opaque (in senses reviewed in the paper). It canvasses
arguments that a posteriori physicalists can’t consider our phenomenal concepts
opaque. Then it shows how its own arguments against New Wave Materialism
have the result that a posteriori physicalists can’t consider phenomenal concepts
transparent or translucent. The paper thus advances its arguments as part of a
broad-based case against a posteriori physicalism.

Physicalism holds that all concrete entities are either basic physical entities or
nothing over and above basic physical entities."” This means that all higher level

! This paper uses “entity” as a label for an existent of any kind. Objects, properties, events, processes,
causes, etc. all count as entities.

2 A basic entity is a basic building block not composed of anything else. Nonbasic entities are
composed of basic entities.
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concrete entities, including conscious properties, (at least token), reduce to basic
physical entities at the bottom level.** Every kind of physicalism cleaves, one way
or another, to this core claim.> But a physical understanding of consciousness
proves elusive. This is the notorious explanatory gap, the (at least apparent) fact
that we can’t see, and can’t see that we ever could see, how basic physical entities
could result in consciousness.® Materialists have wrestled with this problem, on
and off, at least since the Greek atomists put forward their first crude reductions.
Contemporary physicalists have attended intensively to it, for over half a century
now, without much success—a judgment warranted by the profusion of mutually
incompatible physicalist accounts each endorsed by only a small minority of
physicalists.

The physicalist can tackle the gap in one of three ways. He can deny it, claiming
that we can indeed see the right kinds of links between physical and conscious
entities. He can hold out hope that tomorrow’s better science or some conceptual
breakthrough will close the gap. Or he can accept the gap as a sorry fact of life, but

3 This assumes that all basic entities lie at the bottom level. Physics does indeed suggest this (although
quantum-entangled entities give rise to doubts), and physicalism, with its reductive metaphysic,
would seem to presuppose it. (See K. Ford, The Quantum World (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2004) for
scientific support for a bottom level, and P. Lewtas, “Physicalism and the Intrinsic Nature of
Consciousness,” unpublished ms (hereafter “Lewtas: Physicalism and Consciousness”), for more
about physicalism’s commitment to metaphysical reductivism.) This paper assumes a bottom level.
However, its arguments don’t depend on this and would go through without it. (But then the paper
would have to replace expressions like “bottom-level property” with expressions like “property for
which there exists no level below which instances of it fail to obtain.”)

This paper treats properties as ways objects are. It takes as given that properties can’t exist apart from
the objects they characterize. And it takes as given that objects can’t exist without being some way.
The paper doesn’t understand an object as composed of properties held together by some bare
substratum. Nor does it understand an object as a bundle of properties ontologically prior to it.
Rather, it understands an object as existing only through having some determinate nature, where the
object and its nature form a single entity we speak of as object and properties. The paper nevertheless
works within a framework of objects as basic concrete existents and concrete properties as the ways
those objects exist. Thus far, and in thought at least, the paper grants objects priority over properties.
The paper therefore doesn’t understand properties as sets, extensions, or functions from possible
worlds to extensions. The conception of properties adopted here doesn’t beg any questions, at least
in the present context (although it may forestall certain arguments against New Wave Materialism).
J. Heil, From an Ontological Point of View (New York: Oxford UP, 2003) (hereafter “Heil”),
develops an ontology similar to the one used here.

See “Lewtas: Physicalism and Consciousness,” op. cit. note 3, for more about the doctrine, including
a more detailed formulation of it.

The paper uses the results relation—results from, results in—as an umbrella catching the ways one
entity can be nothing over and above other entities. The relation thus includes relations like identity,
composition, realization, etc. So the physicalist says, but the mind-body dualist denies, that con-
sciousness results from basic physical entities. And we might agree that a diachronic effect results
from its cause when the effect is nothing but a reorganization of the entities present beforehand.
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of epistemological rather than metaphysical import. In this case, and in place of
explaining consciousness, the physicalist typically explains away his inability to
explain consciousness. He traces the gap to some source other than the nonphysi-
cal nature of consciousness. This strategy can’t prove that consciousness is physi-
cal, of course. But, if successful, it could blunt any motivation to think otherwise.

Physicalists who pursue this third strategy, a posteriori physicalism, have two
options. They can make the metaphysical claim that ontological links hold
between conscious and physical entities even though intelligible links don’t.
These physicalists thus postulate brute metaphysical identities or necessities.” A
posteriori physicalists can also make an epistemological claim. The ontological
links between conscious and physical entities shed just as much explanatory light,
in principle, as the ontological links between, say, water and H,O. However,
something about us—some cognitive failing, perhaps—blinds us to it.* These
latter physicalists find the source of the gap in the shape our concepts take, or in
some cognitive faculty responsible for that shape.

Perhaps the most popular version of this last approach is the phenomenal
concept strategy, also known as concept or conceptual dualism.’ This holds that
our concepts cut the world more finely than the properties that fill it out. Thus, two
disparate concepts, with no a priori connection between them, can home in on the
same referent. Most concept dualists claim that, although our phenomenal con-
cepts do refer to physical entities, they have special features that hide their
referents’ physical natures. It makes sense for the concept dualist to say this. He
can’t very well allow that our physical concepts fail to represent their referents’
natures completely and accurately (save for gaps or mistakes at the edges, of
course). For then he casts doubt on the scientific picture of the world and thereby

7 Few physicalists embrace this strategy in print, although D. Chalmers, in The Conscious Mind:
Towards a Fundamental Theory (New York: Oxford UP, 1996), “Consciousness and its Place in
Nature” (hereafter “Chalmers: Consciousness and Its Place”), in The Blackwell Guide to Philosophy
of Mind, ed. S. Stich and T. Warfield (New York: Blackwell, 2003), and The Character of Con-
sciousness (New York: Oxford UP, 2010), claims that many favor it in personal communication, and
many more are committed to it in fact. J. Levine, Purple Haze: The Puzzle of Consciousness (New
York: Oxford UP, 2001) (hereafter “Levine”) also argues that many a posteriori physicalists commit
themselves to brute identities/necessities, willingly or not. Chalmers and Levine claim, in other
words, that many a posteriori physicalists of the epistemological kind also and necessarily presup-
pose brute identities/necessities.

Many physicalists adopt this approach. See for example, C. McGinn, “Can We Solve the Mind-Body
Problem?” Mind 98(891) (1989): 349-66, and D. Papineau, “Phenomenal Concepts and Perceptual
Concepts,” in Phenomenal Concepts and Phenomenal Knowledge, ed. T. Alter and S. Walter (New
York: Oxford UP, 2007) (hereafter “Alter and Walter”).

See the discussions in D. Stoljar, “Physicalism and Phenomenal Concepts,” Mind and Language
20(5) (2005): 469-94 (hereafter “Stoljar: Phenomenal Concepts”), and Alter and Walter, op. cit.
note 8.
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undercuts his warrant for physicalism—which rests significantly on the claim that
empirical science yields a complete and accurate account of the world (save,
again, for gaps or mistakes at the edges).!* Concept dualism therefore pressures the
physicalist to blame phenomenal concepts for the explanatory gap.

Concept dualists commonly understand our physical concepts as involving
“thick” or descriptive modes of presentation." Thus, the concept of an electron
attributes the properties physics tells us electrons have. And concept dualists
commonly understand our phenomenal concepts as involving “thin” or merely
demonstrative modes of presentation. The phenomenal concept of an experience
thus has no more cognitive content than “that thing over there” or “things like
that” taken independently of the entities ostended. Our phenomenal concepts
therefore reveal little or nothing about the natures their referents have. This
explains why brain state 77 seems only contingently related to pain. Our concept
“brain state 77" spells out a determinate nature whereas our concept “pain” leaves
its referent’s nature wholly up in the air.

This paper looks at a slightly different version of the phenomenal con-
cept strategy, one enjoying some vogue today. Championed by Hill, Hill &
McLaughin, Loar, and McLaughlin, discussed approvingly by Levin, and dubbed
“New Wave Materialism” by Horgan &Tienson and McLaughlin, it defends type
(or more rarely token) identity theories by suggesting that both our phenomenal
and physical concepts give us full and accurate, albeit different, grasps of the
essence of consciousness.'? Unlike most concept dualist accounts, this one doesn’t
blame our phenomenal concepts for misrepresenting experience.'

10" See “Lewtas: Physicalism and Consciousness,” op. cit. note 3, and P. Lewtas, “The Irrationality of
Physicalism,” Axiomathes (forthcoming) (hereafter “Lewtas: Irrationality of Physicalism”), for
more about science and the warrant for physicalism.

' Think of a mode of presentation as the way the referent property presents to the concept holder. The
mode of presentation thus comes down to the representation of the referent furnished by (or
through) the concept.

12 See C. Hill, “Imaginability, Conceivability, Possibility, and the Mind-Body Problem,” Philosophical

Studies 87 (1997): 61-85 (hereafter “Hill”); C. Hill and B. McLaughlin, “There are Fewer Things

than are Dreamt of in Chalmers’ Philosophy,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research LIX

(1999): 445-54 (hereafter “Hill and McLaughlin”); B. Loar, “Phenomenal States” (hereafter

“Loar”), originally (1997), in Philosophy of Mind, ed. D. Chalmers (New York: Oxford UP, 2002);

B. McLaughlin, “In Defense of New Wave Physicalism” (hereafter “McLaughlin”), in Physicalism

and Its Discontents, ed. C. Gillet and B. Loewer (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001) (hereafter

“Gillet and Loewer”); J. Levin, “Nagel versus Nagel on the Nature of Phenomenal Concepts,” Ratio

20(3) (2007): 293-307; T. Horgan and J. Tienson, “Deconstructing New Wave Materialism”

(hereafter “Horgan and Tienson), in Gillet and Loewer, op. cit. this note.

Most New Wave Materialists shift back and forth between New Wave Materialism and standard

concept dualism. Thus Loar and McLaughlin, in some moods, write in ways incompatible with New

Wave Materialism. They tell us that physical concepts refer descriptively whereas phenomenal
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II

This paper argues against the possibility of New Wave Materialism. However,
it hopes to do more than block an odd, and maybe not very plausible, physicalist
gambit. It also aims to carry out some foundational work relevant to the wider
physicalist/anti-physicalist consciousness debates. We can best see what by con-
sidering some remarks from a paper by Goff.!

Goff notes the following potential objection to one of his arguments:

Objection 2: The phenomenal concept of pain does reveal what it is for something to feel pain. The
physical concept of c-fibres’ firing also reveals what it is for something to feel pain. The physical
and the phenomenal concept are two conceptually distinct ways of knowing what it is for something
to feel pain."

Goff doesn’t hold much stock in this objection.

It is not at all obvious that the claim expressed in Objection 2 is intelligible. Of course, we can refer
to a property in lots of conceptually distinct ways: in terms of its accidental properties, in virtue of
a causal or historical connection, etc. But it does not follow from this that we can know what it is
for a specific property to be instantiated in numerous conceptually distinct ways.'®

He nevertheless puts the objection formally.
Call the following “The Thesis of Dubious Intelligibility” (TDI):

For some property F, there are two conceptually distinct ways of knowing what it is for F to be
instantiated."”

concepts refer directly. Loar, for instance, says that phenomenal concepts are recognitional concepts
that function much like blind demonstratives. McLaughlin says the following:

Phenomenal concepts are of two sorts: nondescriptive name concepts and type-demonstrative
concepts; as such, phenomenal concepts lack any descriptive content. They thus do not concep-
tually reveal anything about the essential nature of phenomenal properties: they simply name them
or demonstrate them. (McLaughlin, op. cit. note 12, 324)

Elsewhere, as we will see, Loar and McLaughlin tell us that phenomenal properties themselves serve
as the modes of presentation of phenomenal concepts, and in such a way that phenomenal concepts
reveal their referents’ full essences (but see note 25 about Loar). These two strains don’t cohere. This
paper focuses only on New Wave Materialism, leaving aside the question whether it stands as the
dominant, or only as a secondary, strain in these philosophers’ views. The paper does this because,
for reasons set out in the next section, it limits itself to the claims and commitments distinctive of
New Wave Materialism. Insofar as our thinkers count as everyday concept dualists, this paper has
little to say about them.

14 P. Goff, “A Posteriori Physicalists Get Our Phenomenal Concepts Wrong,” Australasian Journal of
Philosophy 89(2) (2011): 191-209 (hereafter “Goff”).

15 Goff, op. cit. note 14, 9.

1 Tbid.

17 Tbid.
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Goff gives time to TDI, even though he doesn’t think much of it, because he
believes that a posteriori physicalists should feel some pressure to endorse it.
Before we can follow his reasoning, however, we must briefly review his four-way
categorization of concepts. Any concept (with an actual referent) must be trans-
parent, translucent, mildly opaque, or radically opaque. A transparent concept
reveals all of its referent’s essential properties. Thus, your concept of a circle gives
you a circle’s full essence: that it consists of all points equally far from some
single stationary point. A translucent concept reveals some, but not all, of its
referent’s essential properties. Thus, your concept of a human heart reveals its
functional essence (that it pumps blood) but not its physical essence (that it
consists of such-and-such cells arranged thus-and-so). A mildly opaque concept
reveals none of its referent’s essential properties, but at least some of its accidental
properties (typically enough to fix actual world reference). Thus, your concept of
water identifies it as the stuff with the watery properties, but doesn’t reveal its
physical essence as H>O. And a radically opaque concept reveals none of its
referent’s properties. Thus, your concept “that stuff,” taken independently of
whatever it demonstrates or ostends, functions as a blind demonstrative without
ascriptive/descriptive conceptual content. These four possibilities exhaust logical
space (provided we count, as translucent, concepts that reveal some but not all of
their referents’ essential properties as well as some of their accidental properties).
Now back to Goff’s argument:

We can see a posteriori physicalists as caught on the horns of a dilemma. Either they hold that
phenomenal concepts are opaque, and put themselves at odds with deep intuitions we have about
our phenomenal concepts, or they accept that phenomenal concepts are transparent/translucent and
accept TDI. Until a posteriori physicalists explicitly claim that phenomenal concepts are
transparent/translucent, rather than merely not mildly opaque, I will read them as embracing the
first horn of this dilemma [. . .]."

Goff believes that a posteriori physicalists come under pressure to endorse TDI
because he takes himself to have blocked the horn he attends to—the horn
where a posteriori physicalism treats phenomenal concepts as opaque. Goff’s
argument against this horn, to simplify crudely, turns on an appeal to introspec-
tive intuition.

Hence we can see that Papineau [Goff uses Papineau to illustrate his wider claim'’] holds that a
phenomenal conception of pain reveals none of the essential features of pain, that there is no sense

18 Goff, op. cit. note 14, 12.
19" Goff refers specifically to D. Papineau, “Comments on Galen Strawson,” Journal of Consciousness
Studies 13(6) (2006): 100-9.
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in which this way of thinking of pain “captures” the feeling other than simply referring to it.
Papineau believes that thinking of the feeling of pain in terms of how it feels reveals nothing of what
it is to feel pain. Stop and reflect for a moment on what Papineau believes (often a clear exposition
of a view can constitute an argument against it): fo think of the feeling of pain in terms of how it feels
reveals nothing of what it is to feel pain.*

Goff deems this consequence of the first horn so contrary to our intuitions and
experience as to constitute a formidable, and effective, argument against it. Goff
nevertheless doesn’t say much more than the following about the second horn,
or TDI.

At the very least, if the a posteriori physicalist wants explicitly to defend the idea that we could
know what it is for a single property to be instantiated under two conceptually distinct modes of
presentation, she ought to spell out the details of this thesis, to put some flesh on the bones, and in
doing so help us to make sense of this initially obscure notion. Could the same be true of other
properties, e.g. could we know what it is for something to be a bachelor under two conceptually
distinct modes of presentation? Or is it only in the case of pain that we can grasp its nature in two
conceptually distinct ways? Why is pain special in this way? No a posteriori physicalist has even
begun to tackle these issues, or indeed even explicitly endorsed TDIL?!

You will see immediately that Goff errs when he says that no a posteriori
physicalist has “even explicitly endorsed TDI.” For New Wave Materialism just
is TDI. It nonetheless remains true that “no a posteriori physicalist has even
begun to tackle [the] issues” Goff raises. New Wave Materialists instead merely
assert TDI and then build their defense of physicalism upon it. This paper
carries out the foundational work Goff asks for and New Wave Materialists
have so far shirked. It looks at whether we really can “know what it is for
a single property to be instantiated under two conceptually distinct modes of
presentation.”

Goff’s TDI runs together two possibilities: transparent physical concepts paired
either with transparent or with translucent phenomenal concepts. This paper limits
TDI to the first and stronger possibility: the pairing of transparent physical
concepts with transparent phenomenal concepts. It does this for two reasons. First,
New Wave Materialism embraces this stronger form of TDI: It claims that both our
physical and phenomenal concepts reveal the full essences of their common
referents. The fate of New Wave Materialism, as well as the stronger form of TDI,
thus rides on whether we can have two complete and accurate yet nevertheless
distinct representations of the same thing.

2" Goff, op. cit. note 14, 11-2.
2l Goff, op. cit. note 14, 10.
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Second, the weaker form of TDI doesn’t do what the a posteriori physicalist
needs it to do. To see why, suppose that experience E has essential properties A,
B, C, and D. Then our transparent physical concept of E, Cpuys(E), represents E
as having essential properties A, B, C, and D, and our translucent phenomenal
concept of E, Ceuen(E), represents it, say, as only having essential properties A
and B.” This, of course, leaves it unclear whether we really have two concepts
of the same thing. Our two concepts do have the same referent: E. But they
represent different parts or aspects of that referent: A and B in the case of
Cruen(E), and A, B, C, and D in the case of Cpuys(E). But TDI does nothing for
the physicalist if the two representations don’t refer to the same thing. An even
bigger problem arises from the fact that the above situation should afford a
limited a priori connection between Cpuys(E) and Cpuen(E). For instance, if
Cruys(E) represents E as having A, B, C, and D, and Cpuen(E) represents E as
having A and B, and A, B, C, and D all count as physical properties (as the
physicalist insists), then it should be a priori that each of Cpuys(E) and Cpuen(E)
refers to something physical (even if it might not be a priori that Cpuys(E) and
Crupn(E) have a common referent). The a posteriori physicalist can resist this
only by claiming that Cpuen(E) doesn’t represent A and B as physical properties.
But this comes down to saying that Cpuys(E) and Cpuen(E) yield different kinds
of representations of the same thing(s)—in this case, different kinds of repre-
sentations of properties A and B. But this is TDI in its stronger form—the claim
that we can have two complete and accurate yet distinct representations of the
same thing.”? So it seems that TDI in its weaker (“translucent”) form helps the
a posteriori physicalist only if TDI in its stronger (“transparent”) form holds as
well. This has two consequences. First, the New Wave a posteriori physicalist
must interpret TDI in its stronger form. And second, an argument rebutting the
stronger form rebuts the weaker form, too.

This paper argues against TDI in its stronger form. It denies that we can have
two complete and accurate yet distinct representations of the same thing. It does
this both in the context of New Wave Materialism and also in the abstract. It
thereby hopes to add, in a small way, to our wider understanding of a posteriori
physicalism. And, when taken together with arguments made by Goff and others,
to help build a broad-based and telling case against it.

22 We saw in sect. I that the physicalist necessarily understands our physical concepts as transparent
(or, at worst, as all but transparent).

2 Strictly speaking, the above arguments only address the question of completeness. See the last
paragraph of sect. IV for the argument addressing accuracy.
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WHAT NEW WAVE MATERIALISTS CAN'T SAY

I

New Wave Materialists tell us that phenomenal and physical representations
issue from different mental faculties and/or play different cognitive roles. As a
result, our physical and phenomenal representations of experience differ so much
that a common referent seems out of the question. Horgan & Tienson capture the
spirit of the approach.

The strategy is to locate the explanation for the a posteriori nature of mind-body identities, not on
the side of the world, but on the side of the mind—in different ways of thinking about or imagining,
or in different concepts. Thus, on this view, there is only one property, this brain process type, that
is identical with this pain type, but we conceive of it under two different concepts, one phenomenal
and one theoretical. And these concepts are of such different types that it is not possible to know a
priori that they are concepts that pick out the very same thing, and furthermore, it is not surprising
that it is not possible to know this a priori.?*

All our thinkers construe the different representations as different phenomenal and
physical concepts. Loar believes that “[p]Jhenomenal concepts are recognitional
concepts,” that physical concepts are theoretical concepts, and that “recognitional
concepts and theoretical concepts are in general conceptually independent”
because they have “quite different conceptual roles.”” Hill, Hill & McLaughlin
and McLaughlin develop reflections of Nagel®* to the effect that phenomenal
concepts arise from sympathetic imagination (through which we imagine our-
selves in a conscious state resembling the thing of interest—i.e., we put ourselves
in the shoes of an experiencing subject), whereas physical concepts arise from
perceptual imagination (through which we imagine ourselves in a conscious state
in which we perceive the thing of interest), and that these kinds of imagina-
tion work independently.”’” For McLaughlin and the others, the “epistemic

2* Horgan and Tienson, op. cit. note 12, 307.

Loar, op. cit. note 12, 299. We’ll see, in sect. V, that, despite these standard concept dualist words,
Loar does seem to embrace New Wave Materialism (see Levine, op. cit. note 7, 85, for discussion
of the two incompatible strains in Loar’s paper). Goff, op. cit. note 14, argues that, appearances to
the contrary, Loar doesn’t subscribe to TDI. If Goff has it right, Loar doesn’t count as a New Wave
Materialist. This paper sets aside this interpretive issue. It focuses instead on TDI and New Wave
Materialism, by whomever expounded. See note 13 for more.

% T. Nagel, “What is It Like to be a Bat?” Philosophical Review 83 (1974): 435-50.

" See McLaughlin, op. cit. note 12, 209.

Hill, op. cit. note 12, offers a more sophisticated account of the role of perceptual imagination in the
origin of physical concepts. Because the referents of these concepts tend to lie on the theoretical side
of the observable/theoretical divide, we neither directly perceive them nor directly imagine them.
Instead, we imagine either the sorts of perceptions we would have when exposed to evidence for
them, or the sorts of mental images suggested by scientific models of them.

2!

G

IS
[N

123

LONIPUOD PLE SWLR L 34} 885 *[7202/60/02] U0 A1 8ullUO A3]IM ‘NON VS 1-I4 VN IH A 0S02T [1Ud/TTTT OT/I0p/W00" A8 |IWAReiq 1 pu1ju0//SdY WO pepeojumoq ‘Z ‘YT0Z ‘TET6LOPT

fopm

35UB017 SUOWILLOD) BAIERID 3|ged | dde au Aq pauseAoh 3 e SapoILe O ‘8sN JO SajnJ 1) Ariq 1T auluQ A3|IM U0



PATRICK KUEHNER LEWTAS

constraints that govern our use of sensory concepts . . . are orthogonal to those that
govern our use of physical-functional concepts.”” Thus, “a sensory state and its
nomologically correlated brain state would seem contingently related, even if they
were necessarily related.” Hill, for instance, explains that our two faculties of
imagination enable us to separate our image of a brain state from our image of
pain, even if the pain just is the brain state.

New Wave Materialists thus postulate that every conscious property is type (or
token) identical to some physical property. We perceive this physical property by
way of two distinct faculties, one of which produces a physical representation and
the other of which produces a phenomenal representation. These representations
differ too much to support a priori connections between them. Hence, we natu-
rally, but mistakenly, judge them to represent distinct properties. “The problem of
the explanatory gap stems . . . from an illusion. What generates the problem is not
appreciating that there can be two conceptually independent ‘direct grasps’ of a
single essence [...].”

This paper claims that talk of different faculties and different kinds of reference
misses the point. We must attend instead to the fidelity of the representations to the
properties they represent. When we do this, we see that we can’t have two
complete and accurate yet distinct representations of the same thing. A posteriori
physicalism therefore works only if at least one of our physical and phenomenal
concepts misrepresents. But New Wave Materialism doesn’t let this happen.

v

This section presents a general argument against the stronger (“transparent”)
TDI as it figures in New Wave Materialism.

We saw in Section I that physicalists necessarily understand our physical
concepts as transparent (at worst, as all but transparent). Physicalism, after all,
draws most of its warrant from the success of science, from the fact that science
paints a true picture of the world (save for gaps or mistakes at the edges).

What about our phenomenal concepts? Most a posteriori physicalists classify
them as mildly or radically opaque. This move does explain away the explanatory
gap. And it thereby does blunt the anti-physicalist arguments based upon it—such
as the knowledge and conceivability arguments. But it does this at the cost of
claiming that our phenomenal concept of pain tells us nothing whatsoever about
the experience of pain (Goff’s arguments, recall, target this very point).

» McLaughlin, op. cit. note 12, 322.
30 Tbid.
31 Loar, op. cit. note 12, 305.
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WHAT NEW WAVE MATERIALISTS CAN'T SAY

The New Wave Materialist wants to avoid this result. He therefore understands
our phenomenal concepts, just like their physical counterparts, as transparent
concepts—as revealing all (or almost all) of their referents’ essential properties.
But can the New Wave Materialist sustain this and at the same time uphold his
New Wave Materialism?

Suppose, as before, that some experience E has essential properties A, B, C,
and D. This means that our transparent phenomenal concept of E, Cpuen(E),
represents E as having A, B, C, and D. Recall that New Wave Materialists allow
that our phenomenal concepts supply complete and accurate representations of
their referents. It follows that Cpuen(E) represents E as having A as A truly is, as
having B as B truly is, and so on. Now each of A, B, C, and D has a single fully
determinate nature. This follows from the metaphysical truth that every entity has
the determinate nature it has and none other. (When we say that an entity has two
or more “natures,” we really mean, or should mean, that its single determinate
nature includes two or more distinct properties, or two or more distinct clusters or
kinds of properties. Thus, the full determinate nature of a split personality encom-
passes both personalities.) But this means that if Cpuen(E) represented A, B, C,
and D other than it does, then it wouldn’t (and couldn’t) completely and accu-
rately represent their natures as they truly are. It would instead represent A as
somehow other than A, or B as somehow other than B, and so on. The New Wave
Materialist also insists that each of A, B, C, and D is a physical property. But if,
as New Wave Materialists claim, Cpuen(E) represents A, B, C, and D as they truly
are, then it represents E as having the very physical properties it does have.
Moreover, it represents E as having essential physical properties and doesn’t
represent E as having any other kinds of essential properties. It should therefore
be a priori that E is physical. Now consider our physical concept of E, Cpuys(E).
This, too, is transparent, and this, too, represents its referent completely and
accurately. This means that Cpuys(E), like Cpuen(E), represents E as having A, B,
C, and D as A, B, C, and D truly are. It also means that Cpuys(E), again like
Cruen(E), would misrepresent A, B, C, and D if it represented them other than it
does. But then Cpuen(E) and Crrys(E) supply qualitatively identical representa-
tions of E. It seems, then, that the New Wave Materialist can’t say that these
concepts give us two conceptually independent grasps of each of A, B, C, and D.
Further, just as it should be a priori that E is physical, it should also be a priori
that Cpuen(E) and Cpuys(E) co-refer. But then New Wave Materialism should not
so much explain away the explanatory gap as render it nonexistent and impos-
sible. In other words, New Wave Materialism should collapse into some kind of
a priori physicalism.

Does this argument wrongly assume that complete and accurate descriptions
(or representations) exist when in fact they neither do nor can? Put differently,
does it wrongly equate concepts with descriptions and descriptions with
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exhaustive, maybe infinite, lists of properties? A critic who thinks so might
concede that two distinct but complete and accurate descriptions must have
different referents, yet deny that such things as complete and accurate descrip-
tions exist. Then the way lies open to claiming that distinct but nevertheless
compatible descriptions can co-refer. Thus “this log is about a meter long” and
“this log is approximately 1.1 meters long” give us distinct but compatible
descriptions of the same log. These representations aren’t complete and accurate,
of course. But all measurements are inexact. And this guarantees the incomplete-
ness of descriptions or representations that use them. The critic might also point
to other kinds of unavoidable imprecision, with resulting kinds of descriptive or
representational incompleteness.

This paper makes two replies. First, the kind of incompleteness the critic points
to doesn’t ground a defense of TDI or New Wave Materialism. The critic has in
mind two differently imprecise versions of otherwise the same description or
representation. Think of two black and white pictures of the same thing, both a
little fuzzy but one somewhat clearer than the other. Or two black and white
pictures of the same thing, one blurry because the lens focused behind the object
and the other blurry because the lens focused ahead of the object. In cases like this,
we readily grasp the a priori connection, or at least the possibility of an a priori
connection, between the two descriptions or representations. Thus, we immedi-
ately see that “this log is about a meter long” and “this log is approximately 1.1
meters long” can and likely do speak of the same log. In fact, and in contrast to the
mind-body case, it might surprise us to learn that they don’t. TDI and New Wave
Materialism, on the other hand, envision two representations so different that no
a priori connection could link them. The two representations, after all, can play
their role in New Wave Materialism—explaining the explanatory gap, and thereby
explaining it away—only if they share nothing but their common referent. The
New Wave Materialist therefore necessarily posits representations that differ in
kind, and not merely in the degree to which they feature some parameter common
to both. Once we realize this, we see that precision of measurement, etc., and the
kinds of descriptive or representational incompletenesses that might result from
them, can’t enter into the New Wave Materialist’s story.

Second, New Wave Materialism itself necessarily presupposes the possibility,
and indeed the actual existence, of complete and accurate representations. So the
critic, even if right, rules out New Wave Materialism as much as this paper’s
arguments against it. We can fairly easily see why New Wave Materialism must
commit to complete and accurate representations. Note first that our physical and
phenomenal concepts must refer to exactly the same essential properties of their
common referent. The New Wave Materialist can’t allow that our physical concept
represents only a proper (but non-null) subset of the common referent’s essential
properties whereas our phenomenal concept represents a different (but also
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WHAT NEW WAVE MATERIALISTS CAN'T SAY

non-null®?) subset of them, proper or otherwise. For he then admits that our
physical concepts, and hence physical descriptions and representations generally,
miss essential properties of mental entities—essential properties, moreover, which
our phenomenal concepts do represent. And this concession leads forthwith to
property dualism. Nor can the New Wave Materialist say that our phenomenal
concept represents only a proper subset of the common referent’s essential prop-
erties whereas our physical concept represents all of them. For then his doctrine
collapses into everyday concept dualism, one variety of which explains away the
explanatory gap on the grounds that our phenomenal concepts miss their referents’
physical essence(s). But it follows from these arguments, as we will now see, that
the two concepts, physical and phenomenal, must yield complete and accurate
representations of their common referent’s essential properties. For suppose oth-
erwise. Suppose first that one or both of the two concepts supply an incomplete
representation. Then the above arguments apply straightforwardly. For in this case
we cognize the referent experience E as physical by representing one subset of its
essential properties and as phenomenal by representing another subset of its
essential properties, where the two subsets differ and at most one equals the full
set. And this means that the physical and phenomenal concepts supply represen-
tations of distinct entities (distinct subsets of properties), contrary to TDI and New
Wave Materialism. Now suppose, instead, that one or both of the two concepts
supply an inaccurate representation. In this case, we cognize E as physical by
representing its essential properties plus a set S; of properties it doesn’t in fact
have, and we cognize E as phenomenal by representing its essential properties
plus a different set S of properties it doesn’t in fact have, where at most one of S,
and S, is the null set. But we’ve seen that the New Wave Materialist can’t allow
that our physical concepts represent inaccurately on pain of undercutting his
physicalism. And we’ve seen that the New Wave Materialist, unlike most concept
dualists, denies that our phenomenal concepts misrepresent their referents. So
New Wave Materialism has no room for the kind of inaccurate (mis)representation
the critic needs. In sum, it seems that New Wave Materialism necessarily presup-
poses complete and accurate physical and phenomenal representations. It follows
that any argument that such representations don’t or can’t exist would, if success-
ful, disprove New Wave Materialism rather than save it.

v

In this section and the next, the paper illustrates the above arguments by holding
fixed first one, and then the other, of our physical and phenomenal concepts, and

32 New Wave Materialism, recall, denies that our phenomenal concepts are opaque.
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then asking what this means for the concept not held fixed. It does this in the
context of the specific doctrines of New Wave Materialism. In this section, the
paper holds fixed our physical concepts and asks what follows for our phenomenal
concepts.

The New Wave Materialist claims, of course, that our physical concepts rep-
resent their referents, correctly, as physical entities. We’ve seen, furthermore,
that the New Wave Materialist must insist—with other physicalists—that our
physical concepts represent their referents completely and accurately (barring
gaps and mistakes at the edges). Now the arguments of Section IV, if good,
show the impossibility of two complete and accurate yet distinct representations
of the same thing. This result, together with the completeness and accuracy of
our physical representations, entails that our phenomenal concepts misrepresent.
We can easily see how this might go. Our phenomenal concepts represent their
referents other than as physical entities when in fact these referents are physical
entities.*

New Wave Materialists nevertheless don’t accept this conclusion. Unlike most
physicalists, indeed most concept dualists, New Wave Materialists allow that we
have experiences directly and immediately—that the experience, as it really is,
and as it appears to the subject, are necessarily one and the same. This still leaves
New Wave Materialists free to claim that we can misjudge our experiences, or
otherwise fail to know them. Even though we have experiences immediately, we
form judgments, beliefs, and knowledge claims about them mediately. These
mental entities issue from mediated cognitive processes that take experience as
input and generate, as output, judgments, beliefs, and knowledge claims about
experience. And these cognitive processes, like all mediated cognitive processes,
can err. This opens up the possibility, at the higher order cognitive level, of a gap
between appearance and reality—of a discrepancy between the first-order expe-
rience and the way the higher order entity represents it. We can sum this up by
saying that, although experience always, and necessarily, self-presents (at the level
of first-order experience), it doesn’t necessarily self-reveal (at the higher order
level involving representations of experience).

Arguments for and against mind-body theories rely, of course, on judgments
and knowledge claims about experience, and not just on experiences themselves.
But the fact that experience self-presents places tight constraints on how badly it
can fail to self-reveal. Not surprisingly, most misjudgments about experience
happen at the margins. They typically concern very short experiences, subtle

3 As noted before: if our phenomenal concepts did represent their referents as physical entities, then
a priori connections would hold between our physical and phenomenal concepts, contrary to
a posteriori physicalism in general and New Wave Materialism in particular.
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WHAT NEW WAVE MATERIALISTS CAN'T SAY

emotional discriminations, unflattering self-attributions, etc.** In fact, self-
presentation, coupled with thoughtful and careful introspection, would seem to
rule out misrepresentations so gross as to hide a phenomenal property’s overall
contours. And bear in mind here the New Wave Materialist’s commitment to
transparent phenomenal concepts. The following New Wave passages therefore
make sense:

It is natural to regard our conceptions of phenomenal qualities as conceiving them as they are in
themselves, that is, to suppose that we have a direct grasp of their essence [...]. Phenomenal
concepts . . . do not conceive their reference via contingent modes of presentation.*

Phenomenal properties are their own modes of presentation: they are self-presenting. Thus when a
phenomenal property is conceived under a phenomenal concept, the property is directly conceived
as it is in itself, rather than as it stands in relation to something else that functions as a contingent
mode of presentation of it.*

It seems, then, that New Wave Materialism falls prey to contradiction. The
paper’s Section IV arguments, together with the completeness and accuracy of our
physical concepts, imply that our phenomenal concepts misrepresent. They either
miss essential properties their referents have, or else attribute to them properties
they don’t have. But New Wave Materialists deny this. In sum, accepting New
Wave Materialism, and holding our physical representations fixed, places impos-
sible demands on our phenomenal representations.

VI

In this section, we hold fixed our phenomenal representations, grant the force of
our Section IV arguments, and see what follows for our physical representations.
We do this rightfully because New Wave Materialism allows that phenomenal
concepts conceive of phenomenal properties “as they are in themselves.””

But what is a physical representation—in the sense necessarily intended by the
physicalist? Because physicalism delegates the task of exploring the concrete
world to the science departments down the hall, it inherits its physical concepts
and representations from science.* Physicalism must do this given that its warrant

3 See P. Churchland, Matter and Consciousness (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1999), 78, and Heil, op. cit.
note 4, 237-8.

Loar, op. cit. note 12, 305.

3 McLaughlin, op. cit. note 12, 324.

37 Loar, op. cit. note 12, 305.

Physicalism passes the torch on metaphysics precisely because it passes the torch on epistemology.
After comparing the successes of science to the failures of other approaches (including, notably,
a priori philosophy), physicalism deems the scientific method the best way, and maybe the only

3
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derives significantly from the success of science. So what kinds of concepts and
representations does science yield? The scientist, practitioner of an empirical
discipline, can only collect data that causally affect his senses, directly or indi-
rectly (if indirectly, through effects on scientific instruments that, for their part,
affect his senses directly). And he can only postulate entities that cause, and
thereby explain, empirically observed phenomena. This means that scientific
concepts only supply representations as of causally effective entities construed
merely as such. And this in turn means that scientific concepts provide represen-
tations as of relations and nothing but. They might seem to describe intrinsic
natures. But, in all cases, these natures come down to further and typically lower
level causal dispositions which bottom out at lowest level dispositions.* Thus, the
electron, at first sight apparently a thing or substance with intrinsic or categorical
nature, resolves into a bundle of contingently related dispositions to do thus-
and-so under such-and-such circumstances.*

Physicalism adds a constraint of its own. It draws the empirical inference that
mentality counts as a nonbasic feature of the world. Science has found no unam-
biguous evidence of basic or bottom-level mentality (imprecise and controversial
talk about a role for consciousness in the collapse of the quantum wave function
aside). It finds evidence of mentality only when special sciences like biology
and psychology study complex nervous systems and their manifestations.
Physicalism—today’s doctrine—therefore refuses to countenance mentality as a
basic entity, whether as a basic building block or as an entity tokened or instan-
tiated at the bottom level. Indeed, physicalism, as a distinctive contemporary

way, of learning about the concrete world. Overall, physicalism accepts that science has been at it
long enough, and gotten good enough, that we can, and should, trust its findings, in outline at least.
We might say that physicalism consecrates science as philosophically basic and physics as scien-
tifically basic.
¥ Physicalists who have drawn this conclusion include D. Armstrong, Perception and the Physical
World (London: Routledge and Keegan Paul, 1961); D. Armstrong, A Materialist Theory of the
Mind, Revised Ed. (New York: Routledge, 1993); S. Blackburn, “Filling in Space,” Analysis 52
(1990): 60-5; D. Braddon-Mitchell and E. Jackson, Philosophy of Mind and Cognition (Oxtford:
Blackwell, 2007) (who stop short of endorsing it outright) (hereafter “Braddon-Mitchell and
Jackson”); D. Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature (New York: Oxford UP, 2000) (if Hume counts
as a physicalist); D. Lewis, “Ramseyan Humility,” in Conceptual Analysis and Philosophical
Naturalism, ed. D. Braddon-Mitchel and R. Nola (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2009); J. Mackie, Truth,
Probability and Paradox: Studies in Philosophical Logic (Oxford: Clarenden Press, 1973); G.
Maxwell, “Rigid Designators and Mind-Brain Identity,” in Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy of
Science, Vol. IX, ed. C. Savage (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1978); D. Stoljar, “Two Concep-
tions of the Physical,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 62 (2001): 253-81 (hereafter
“Stoljar: Two conceptions”); and “Stoljar: Phenomenal Concepts,” op. cit. note 9.
“Lewtas: Physicalism and Consciousness,” op. cit. note 3, and “Lewtas: Irrationality of Physical-
ism,” op. cit. note 10, more fully develop the ideas in this paragraph and the next.

4

S

130

LONIPUOD PLE SWLR L 34} 885 *[7202/60/02] U0 A1 8ullUO A3]IM ‘NON VS 1-I4 VN IH A 0S02T [1Ud/TTTT OT/I0p/W00" A8 |IWAReiq 1 pu1ju0//SdY WO pepeojumoq ‘Z ‘YT0Z ‘TET6LOPT

fopm

35UB017 SUOWILLOD) BAIERID 3|ged | dde au Aq pauseAoh 3 e SapoILe O ‘8sN JO SajnJ 1) Ariq 1T auluQ A3|IM U0



WHAT NEW WAVE MATERIALISTS CAN'T SAY

mind-body theory, makes no sense apart from the claim that all mental properties
exist as nonbasic higher level properties that (at least token) reduce to basic
physical entities at the bottom level. So any scientific revolution that posited basic
or bottom-level consciousness would falsify today’s physicalism.*

Now, if a phenomenal concept represents its entire referent faithfully, yet differs
from a physical representation of the same thing, then, given the paper’s Section
IV arguments, the physical representation must somehow misrepresent. How
might this go? Recall that New Wave Materialists accept the full force of the
explanatory gap: they admit that phenomenal concepts don’t represent their ref-
erents as physical entities. That is, these thinkers allow that phenomenal concepts
represent phenomenal properties as having natures over and above any causal
capacities they might have or any relations in which they might stand. In a word,
New Wave Materialists concede that phenomenal concepts represent their refer-
ents, not only as possibly not having a causal nature, but also, and more to the
point, as having a noncausal nature. Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson, not New
Wave Materialists themselves, nicely voice what New Wave Materialists have in
mind:

Intuitively, phenomenal nature is intrinsic. The perceived redness of a sunset is a feature of how the

experience is here and now; you cannot capture its nature by talking of its similarities and

differences, and of what causes it, and of what it causes. It is as intrinsic as squareness. But then

perceived redness in particular, and color experience in general, cannot be captured in functional
terms, in terms of causal relations.*

This suggests two ways, and only two, in which physical concepts might
misrepresent. Maybe, contrary to our physical concepts and representations as
physicalism necessarily understands them, basic physical entities do have con-
sciousness. Perhaps conscious electrons exist, or consciousness plays a basic role
in the collapse of the quantum wave function. But scenarios like these would
violate the non-mentality requirement essential to today’s physicalism. They
would thereby falsify today’s physicalism. Or maybe, again contrary to our
physical concepts and representations as physicalism necessarily understands
them, physical properties have a nature beyond the causal and dispositional. But
any noncausal/nondispositional physical nature couldn’t, of course, have causal
effects. This would keep an empirical science ever from accessing it. And this, in

4

Most physicalists endorse this reasoning. See for example, Levine, op. cit. note 7; “Stoljar: Two
Conceptions,” op. cit. note 39; and J. Wilson, “On Characterizing the Physical,” Philosophical
Studies 131 (2006): 61-99. Most of the physicalists who don’t endorse it count as Kantian
physicalists (Russellian monists in the terms of “Chalmers: Consciousness and Its Place,” op. cit.
note 7). See “Lewtas: Physicalism and Consciousness,” op. cit. note 3, for reasons to exclude
Kantian physicalists from the physicalist camp.

42 “Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson,” op. cit. note 39, 131.
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turn, would prevent physicalism—today’s doctrine—from recognizing it. No
other ways that our physical concepts might misrepresent suggest themselves. So,
if we take our presentationally noncausal phenomenal representations at face
value, accept the impossibility of identifying the essentially causal with the
essentially noncausal, yet insist that physical and phenomenal natures are one,
then we have no choice but to attribute either basic mentality or other noncausal
properties to physical nature.

But this puts the New Wave Materialist in a bad spot. He can hold our phe-
nomenal representations fixed, and defend his claim that phenomenal and physical
concepts co-refer, only by attributing to physical nature properties his physicalism
can’t allow it to have. It seems he must abandon either physicalism or
co-reference. Whichever way he goes he gives up New Wave Materialism.

VII

This paper makes a case against New Wave Materialism. But it aims at some-
thing more, besides. We saw in Section II that our phenomenal concepts must be
transparent, translucent, mildly opaque, or radically opaque. Goff and others argue
that these concepts can’t be opaque. This paper argues that the a posteriori
physicalist can’t regard them as transparent. It argues, further, that the a posteriori
physicalist can regard them as translucent only if he can also regard them as
transparent. The paper thereby seeks to block off a family of a posteriori physi-
calist strategies. It thus hopes, when brought together with the arguments of Goff
and others, to help build a broad-based and telling case against a posteriori
physicalism in general.

American University of Beirut
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