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I would like to discuss the ontological grounds for what I shall call phenomenal knowledg@&his
sort of knowledge is a species of subjective knowledge, and is a kind of knowledge that we, as
conscious beings, are all intimately acquainted with. It’s the sort of knowledge which one gets by
experiencing or being aware of the world, by knowing what it is like to see qualitative properties
like redness, by knowing what it is like to be oneself, by knowing what it is like to be here, and
by knowing what it is like to be here now. In other words, it is knowledge we get by having a
certain sort of subjective experience. My task in this paper is to explore the nature of the
ontology of this subjective experience in the hopes of shedding light on some of the debates
where issues involving phenomenal knowledge come into play.

To do this, I will distinguish phenomenal knowledge from other sorts of knowledge,
explore the ontology of subjective experience that gives rise to phenomenal knowledge, and
discuss a way in which clarity about the ontology of the subjective experience that grounds
phenomenal knowledge can affect related disputes about physicalism in the philosophy of mind
and other sorts of disputes in metaphysics involving reductionism. I shall assume first that there
is an ontological story to tell about what subjective experience is in the actual world, and that
actual phenomenal knowledge is knowledge that is somehow metaphysically “grounded” or
dependent upon on actual subjective experience. I shall restrict myself to the ontology of the
actual world, as I am not a fan of using conceptual analysis to restrictively determine ontology (I
am no Canberra planner, or anything like), and apart from this, my task is hard enough without
bringing modal issues into the picture.

We can start with some basic vocabulary and distinctions. Assume that there is an
unbridgeable epistemic divide between phenomenal knowledge and objective (and scientific)

knowledge. Phenomenal knowledge is irreducibly subjective, and call the resulting divide

'T’'m indebted to Dave Chalmers, Andy Egan and to an audience at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison for discussion about some of the main ideas in this paper.
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between it and objective knowledge the epistemic gapve cannot get from objective knowledge
to phenomenal knowledge, or we cannot get from third person knowledge to knowledge of “what
it is like.” Consequences of the epistemic gap can be fleshed out in a number of ways: one
popular way in the philosophy of mind literature is a fleshing out in terms of conceivability and
conceptual connection. The point is made in terms of a priori knowledge: there is no conceptual
analysis of phenomenal knowledge in terms of objective (and scientific) knowledge’, or, as
Jackson (REF) puts it, there is no a priori entailment from physical truths to phenomenal truths.
This conceptual situation, a consequence of the epistemic gap, is often characterized as the
explanatory gapThe explanatory gap is characterized in terms of there being no a priori
explanation of mental experiences in purely objective or physical terms such that we could fully
understand the character of sensory processes or qualia by having complete objective knowledge
of the character of the physical processes they supervene upon. Since I oppose assigning
conceptual analysis any significant role in determining ontology, I will focus on the epistemic
gap rather than on the explanatory gap.

The ontology of subjective experience is extremely interesting in its own right, but as I
will argue, it is also important to be clear about its ontology in order to show how the existence
of an irreducibly subjective perspective need not license inferences to the existence of new
fundamental or irreducible properties in the world. There is a tendency among nonreductionists
to argue that we must accept the existence of new fundamental properties in order to explain the
irreducibility or the special character of phenomenal knowledge. This is a mistake.

The sort of inflationary ontological move I am calling a mistake is often made by the
dualist or dual-aspect theorist in defense of fundamental mental properties. The problematic
move can be illustrated by a passage from Nagel (1986). Nagel rightly argues that “[f]Jor many
philosophers the exemplary case of reality is the world described by physics, the science in
which we have achieved our greatest detachment from a specifically human perspective on the
world. But for precisely that reason physics is bound to leave undescribed the irreducibly

subjective character of conscious mental processes, whatever may be their intimate relation to

* Arguably, objective knowledge is broader than scientific knowledge, but I'Il use the terms
interchangeably. It shouldn’t affect anything I’'m arguing for here.
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the physical operation of the brain.” (View from Nowherg.7) Up to this point, if what Nagel
means by physics’ leaving “the irreducibly subjective character” of consciousness undescribed is
just that science cannot give us an account of this part of the world in subjective terms, I agree
with him.

But Nagel seems to go badly wrong in the very next sentence, for he continues with “The
subjectivity of consciousness is an irreducible feature of reality—without which we couldn’t do
physics or anything else—and it must occupy as fundamental a place in any credible world view
as matter, energy, space, time, and numbers.” (View, p.8)

I am perfectly willing to agree that the subjectivityof consciousness is an irreducible
feature of reality. But I am not willing to agree that consciousness an irreducible feature of
reality. The mistake here is to infer that there exist special, irreducible mental entities that are as
fundamental as properties of matter, energy, and the like are. In other words, it is a mistake to
infer from the epistemic gap between phenomenal knowledge and objective knowledge that there
exists an ontologicalgap that can only be filled by fundamentally mental entities. Perhaps this is
not the reading that Nagel intends. But it is certainly suggested by what he says, and many
dualists or dual aspect theorists have made just this inference from the limitations of the
scientific worldview. The dualist claim seems to be that the epistemic gap from the physical to
the phenomenal entails an ontological gap, and that we need to postulate fundamental
phenomenal properties or other entities in order to fill it. As Loar (1990, 82) puts it, the dualist
seems to think that: “[t]he cognitive independence... of conceptiongouched in phenomenal and
in physical-functional terms implies the distinctness of phenomenal and physical-functional
properties”

I agree that there is an epistemic gap, and that physicalists need to account for it.
However, for those of us who do not base our ontologies on conceptual analysis, and hence reject
the need for a conceptual or a priori connection between objective knowledge and phenomenal
knowledge, giving a clear account of the ontology of irreducibly subjective experience that can
provide the grounds for the distinctive character of phenomenal knowledge (i.e., that can account

for why objective knowledge cannot get us phenomenal knowledge) should suffice to explain
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why there is a gap between objective knowledge and phenomenal knowledge in our world. So
we don’t need to close the explanatory gap in order to explain the epistemic gap.

(Note that in this light the dualist move is wrong in two ways. First, the epistemic gap
does not entail an ontological gap. Second, merely postulating irreducible fundamental mental
entities will not satisfactorily explain the epistemic gap. We’d still need to know why the new
mental entities responsible for phenomenal knowledge make it inaccessible from the objective
perspective, i.e., what it is about them that provides the ground for something as distinctive and
irreducibly subjective as phenomenal knowledge. Moreover, we’d need to know why the new
mental entities themselves are inaccessible from the objective perspective.)

This doesn’t mean that there is no role for a bit of conceptual analysis in one’s theory,
rather, developing one’s ontology is seen as a process that involves a careful balancing of
theoretical desiderata and inference to the best explanation, often with broadly reductive goals as
a target. I take it that the vast majority of the work done in contemporary metaphysics fits this
description, and that few philosophers today allow a lack of a conceptual analysis of their subject
to hamstring their ontological commitments. (The same is not true of some of the most
prominent metaphysicians of mind, e.g., Jackson, Lewis and Chalmers. But again, why must we
adhere to variations of the Canberra Plan? The approach is not generally accepted—in my view
for good reasons.) What this does mean is that we can avoid the red herring of requiring a
conceptual connection between objective knowledge and phenomenal knowledge in order to
have a suitably physical explanation of the epistemic gap.

So I want to emphasize that I think we should separate out the task of giving an account
of phenomenal properties that allows for an a priori entailment from the physical to the
phenomenal from the task of giving a physicalist ontology of the phenomenal. My task is the
latter. With a clear account of the distinctive ontological basis for phenomenal knowledge, an
explanation for the epistemic gap can be provided, and ontologically inflationary approaches to
the ontology of subjective experience can be blocked. So for the ontologist to answer the
antireductionist, we need an ontological account of subjective experience that can explainwhy
the epistemic gap exists, i.e., that can explain why phenomenal knowledge is distinct from

objective knowledge. My point is that even if we grant that we cannot close the epistemic gap, if
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we can explain why the epistemic gap exists, we can defend the ontology implied by physicalism
(if we are not wedded to a view where conceptual analysis determines one’s ontology). If all we
need to do is explain why such a gap exists, then what we need is an account of the distinctive
grounds for phenomenal knowledge, i.e., an account of the ontology of irreducibly subjective
experience. Again, such an account is not to be justified by conceptual analysis or a priori
entailment.

So my project in this paper is to provide the block: i.e., to give an account of the
ontological underpinnings of phenomenal knowledge that provides a place for it in the world,
even if phenomenal knowledge cannot be fully captured by an exclusively objective or scientific
perspective. Once the ontology that grounds phenomenal knowledge is better understood, it will
be clear why we do not need to postulate irreducible mental properties. Moreover, since I think
our puzzlement about the ontological basis for certain special sorts of phenomenal knowledge
has infected other disputes in metaphysics, the ontology developed below may also help one to
reject irreducible properties of presentness, thisnesses, and personal points of view.

Below, I shall give an account of what I take the ontology of subjective experience to be,
and will argue that it provides suitably distinctive grounds for phenomenal knowledge. I will
then discuss the ontology of subjective experience and phenomenal knowledge primarily within
the context of the debate over consciousness. In some ways an explication of the ontological base
for phenomenal knowledge is orthogonal to discussions of consciousness, since I am not
engaging with discussions about zombies and the like. However, it connects with well-known
puzzles about the physical nature of conscious mental states and can shed some light on varieties
of physicalism and the ontology of mental properties. As I develop my views, I will tie my
discussion to contemporary issues about presentism, haecceitism and personal identity in order to
show how a deeper understanding of subjective experience and phenomenal knowledge may be

relevant to those debates.

§1. The problem of phenomenal knowledge.
The existence of the epistemic gap is nicely illustrated within the context of the debate over

consciousness by some famous examples of our irreducibly subjective perspective. The best-
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known thought experiments that clearly illustrate the distinctive character of phenomenal
knowledge are Thomas Nagel’s thought experiment about what it is like to be a bat, and Frank
Jackson’s thought experiment about black-and-white Mary.

The thought experiments, especially black-and-white Mary, were originally targeted
towards those who thought that a commitment to a priori entailment from the physical to the
phenomenal was required for physicalism, and they have received the most attention from those
who would defend such a commitment. But even after we jettison a priori entailment
requirements, the problem of accounting for the distinctive character of phenomenal knowledge
remains.

Nagel’s discussion, which I’ll refer to as “Bat,” argues that third person or scientific
characterizations of a bat cannot give us sufficient information about the subjective perspective
of a bat: the only way for us to know what it is like to be a bat is for us to have the bat’s “point of
view.” Nagel grants that we may even know the most detailed features of the neurophysiology of
a bat, i.e., we can assume that we know all that science could tell us about the way a bat’s brain
works. Still, this will give us little or no idea of what it is like to be a bat, i.e., of the conscious
experience of the bat. “My point is ... that even to form a conceptiorof what it is like to be a bat
(and a fortiori to know what it is like to be a bat) one must take up the bat’s point of view.” (442,
ng)

Nagel argues that, first, to know what it is like to be a bat we must be able to conceive of
or know its point of view, and that, second, any objective or scientific theory of the physiology
of the bat, no matter how complete, will not provide information that will allow us to conceive of
or know the bat’s point of view. Taking these two basic and seemingly immutable facts together,
Nagel infers that not even a complete scientific, i.e., objective, theory could tell us everything
there is to know about the mind. “... every subjective phenomenon is essentially connected with
a single point of view, and it seems inevitable that an objective, physical theory will abandon that
point of view.” (p. 437)

Nagel’s thought experiment is very powerful. It seems deeply and fundamentally right to
say that there is something it is like to be a bat, and moreover, that no objective physical theory

of the world, be it ever so complete, can capture this for us. The inescapable conclusion is that
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the knowledge imparted to us by physical theories does not, and cannot, include sufficient
information about phenomenology. Physical or objective, third-person theories will always fall
short: by themselves, they can never tell us enough so that we can conceive (and by extension,
know) what it is or isn’t like to be a bat, or what it is like to be any other sort of thing.

Jackson’s thought experiment draws on a version of the very same intuition. Mary, a
highly intelligent neuroscientist, has had only black and white (and grayish) experiences, and
knows all the facts in a complete physics (and other sciences), including all the causal and
relational facts and functional roles consequent on knowing these facts. Yet, when she has her
first experience of red, she learns something new: she learns what it is like to see red. (Jackson
1986) I'll call this example “Mary.”

“Mary is confined to a black-and-white room, is educated through black-and-white books
and through lectures relayed on black-and-white television. In this way she learns everything
there is to know about the physical nature of the world. She knows all of the physical facts about
us and our environment, in a wide sense of “physical” which includes everything in completed
physics, chemistry and neurophysiology... It seems, however, that Mary does not know all there
is to know. For when she is let out of the black-and-white room or given a color television, she
will learn what it is like to see something red...” (Jackson, “What Mary Didn’t Know, in Block
etal p. 567.)

Now, as I noted above, both Bat and Mary are thought experiments that are targeted
towards certain combinations of views in the philosophy of mind, particularly physicalist views
that rely on conceptual analysis (or “a priori entailment” of some sort) to justify ontological
claims. One way to put this point is to say that Bat and Mary press the problem of giving a
conceptual analysis of experience in physical or objective terms, and show how there is an
unbridgeable explanatory gap.

The ontological puzzle these thought experiments raise for physicalists who reject the
need for conceptual analysis is different. The problem of the epistemic gap changes when it is no
longer seen as mainly a problem about the explanatory gap. Let me develop the new intuitive

worry about the epistemic gap with some intuition-mongering.
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If, as many physicalists maintain, instances of mental properties are just instances of
physical properties of the brain (“tokens of pain are identical to tokens of C-fibers firing”), what
accounts for the perspectival knowledge we get from experience? Why is it that we have to bein
pain in order to know or conceive of what it is like to be in pain? Why is it that we have to be
bats in order to know or conceive of what it is like to be a bat? Why is it that Mary must actually
see red before she can know what it is like to see red? Knowledge of brain properties doesn’t
seem to be perspectival like this, and scientists, when assessing the properties of the brain, don’t
detect any special new properties that could somehow account for the special character of
phenomenal feel. What could possibly be responsible, ontologically speaking, for the unique
epistemic situation we find ourselves in with respect to phenomenal feel? Natural science, if
suitably complete or ideal, can give us a complete catalogue of the characteristics of physical
properties, and, so it seems, should be able to give us complete knowledge of the relevant
properties of the brain. But it can’t give us complete knowledge. We seem to know all there is to
know about the physical properties of a conscious mind, yet we don’t know all the properties of
consciousness. This suggests that something is missing, or that there is still a puzzle to be solved.
Physicalists need to provide an ontology that explains why the epistemic gap exists.

There is a temptation to respond to Bat and Mary by holding that minds have irreducible
mental properties that science cannot tell us about. This is, of course, the anti-physicalist line
pushed by dualists that physicalists reject. As I said above, however, once we reject the
conceptual analysis straightjacket, this anti-physicalist line won’t take us nearly far enough. Just
having a reason for why there is no conceptual connection between the physical and the
phenomenal isn’t enough. The dualist still needs to explain why such mental properties generate
phenomenal knowledge, and why they are not detectable by objective scientific techniques.
Claiming that such properties are epiphenomenal or emergent doesn’t solve the problems, it
merely gives them labels. Why are such properties epiphenomenal? If they emerge, why do they
emerge? Moreover, it does not address the issue of the grounds for the distinctive character of
phenomenal knowledge. What is it about the fundamental mental properties that make the
phenomenal knowledge they ground special in the way that it is? Dualists also need to provide an

ontology that explains why the epistemic gap exists. The upshot is that physicalists and dualists
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alike need to provide an explanation of why there is an epistemic gap, but physicalists need to do
it without helping themselves to primitive mental properties with special, interesting powers.

Jackson (2006 and elsewhere) presses a slightly different worry for physicalists, since he
is concerned to defend the thesis that physicalists must close the explanatory gap. The worry
targets physicalists like me who reject the need for a conceptual analysis or for a priori true
conditionals from the physical to the phenomenal, and who agree that there exists an
unbridgeable epistemic gap between the physical and the phenomenal. He calls such physicalists
“a posteriori physicalists,” and argues that their views cannot succeed.

The objection Jackson presents is a bit different from the problem of needing a
reductionist explanation for why the epistemic gap exists. The Jacksonian objection to a
posteriori physicalism seems to be that, given the twin assumptions that science will be complete
so we will reach the end of all physical inquiry, and that all the properties in the world are
physical properties, physicalism cannot make sense of the possibility of an explanatory gap.
According to Jackson, at the end of all scientific enquiry, we should be able to have a complete
description of all the physical properties and laws. Now assume that instances of mental
properties just are instances of physical properties, or perhaps that instances of physical
properties (ontologically) entail instances of mental properties. (Note: Jackson emphasizes that
the relevant reductionist story involves an ontological claim about instances of properties, not a
linguistic claim about predicates or an epistemic claim about concepts.)

If we have the facts that back these assumptions in place, argues, Jackson, it is unclear
how a posteriori physicalism can make sense. Since science (or “physical enquiry”) should
describe all the physical properties, and since we assume that any such enquiry is complete, there
cannot be an explanatory gap at the end of all such enquiry unless there is an ontological gap,
i.e., unless our description of the world is failing to describe fundamental mental properties.
Thus, according to Jackson, a posteriori physicalists are closet dual attribute theorists. Setting
aside the many subtleties of the debate between a priori physicalists and a posteriori physicalists,
my explanation of the epistemic gap will arm a posteriori physicalists with an account of how
there could be an explanatory gap at the end of all physical enquiry. Thus, I will show how

Jackson’s conclusion, that a posteriori physicalists are dual attribute theorists, does not follow.
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Let’s return to the more general issue of the need for an explanation of why there is an
epistemic gap. I have argued that this can be interpreted as a demand for an account of the
ontology—of the way the world is—of subjective experience that can ground the irreducibly
subjective character of phenomenal knowledge. In other words, I have argued that an account of
the irreducibly subjective experience that provides the grounds for phenomenal knowledge will
be sufficient to explain why there is an epistemic gap between objective knowledge and

phenomenal knowledge.

§2. What phenomenal knowledge isn’t.

Before tackling the ontology of subjective experience, it is important to distinguish phenomenal
knowledge from other sorts of knowledge. First of all, and most obviously, it is not what can be
called third-person knowledge. Such knowledge can be defined by its content, and its content is
just its truthmaker. Thus, if I know that the cat is on a mat, I have some objective knowledge
with the content the cat is on a mafhis is the sort of knowledge we can get from science or
from communicating with other individuals.

It is not knowledge of a spatiotemporal property had by a thing at a spatiotemporal
location, such as a property of being located in spacetime region S, for I can have phenomenal
knowledge of my herenessand my nownesswithout knowing anything about where I am
located. (I can know that I am here now without knowing anything about where or when I am.
There may even be possible worlds where I can have this sort of knowledge without being,
strictly speaking, at any spatiotemporal location.)

Phenomenal knowledge is not knowledge de se Although the sort of knowledge I am
interested in includes knowledge of what one might call my self-ness, or what it is like to be me,
it is not egocentric knowledge of the sort that knowledge de seis. It is not knowledge of who one
is, or knowledge of where one is, or knowledge of when one is. Phenomenal knowledge of one’s
sense of self is different from this. I might not know who, where or when I am: whether I am a
god or a mere mortal, whether I am located at the top of the tallest mountain or at the top of the
coldest one, or whether it is 2007 or 2008. But I still know that there is a way I am (what it is

like to be in particular, what it is like to have my point of view).
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Indexical knowledge may accompany phenomenal knowledge. The connection to
indexicality notwithstanding, as I have already shown, phenomenal knowledge is not indexical
knowledge narrowly understood (as in knowledge de seor knowledge of one’s location).
Neither is it indexical knowledge more broadly understood (so as to include, e.g,
demonstratives). If I know thisis red or thatis Tucson, I have indexical knowledge. But I can
know something about a this or a that namely, what it is like to have experiences of it, without
knowing what this is or knowing what thatis. (I trace this point back to Nida-Rumelin 1995.)
Black-and-white Mary can be exposed to the color red (perhaps she sees a swatch of red cloth
before she leaves the room, but is not told that it is red) and still not know what it is like to see
redeven if she knows what it is like to see this (the swatch of red cloth). As Ismael (2007) points
out, there is nothing in Mary’s experience of the red cloth that will lead her to expect the same
kind of experience when she is about to see a red tomato for the first time. (Mary knows that the
tomato she’ll see is red.) Perhaps there are cases where phenomenal knowledge is entailed (in
some sense) by indexical knowledge. I can imagine a situation in which my knowledge that I am
sleepy depends upon my knowledge of what it is like to be sleepy conjoined with what it is like
to be me, but I hesitate to generalize from such cases.

Phenomenal knowledge is not know-how, as in the sort of knowledge one has involving
knowing how to do something or knowledge of an ability. Knowing how to ride a bike is not the
same as knowing what it is like to ride a bike. Even zombies know how to ride bikes.’

Phenomenal knowledge is not the subjective knowledge that Nagel is concerned with in
The View from Nowheyelthough we can probably catalogue it as a species of the subjective
knowledge he describes. Nagel’s notion of subjective knowledge (based somehow on a
subjective perspective) is much broader than my phenomenal knowledge: e.g., it can be shifted
to become “objective” knowledge and seems to include knowledge based on indexical and other
facts. Phenomenal knowledge is much narrower than this. Phenomenal knowledge seems to be a
primitive, direct, basic sort of knowledge that some, and perhaps all, conscious beings possess,

perhaps as a matter of degree. It is a sort of knowledge that has received a lot of attention in

°I am not assuming that phenomenal zombies in Chalmers’ (1996) sense are possible. Bike-
riding zombies might need to be physically different from us.

11



DRAFT

continental philosophy, and its study may be what is meant, in part, by the “study of being” or of
“being qua being.” (For example, see Heidegger’s Being and Tim¢

Phenomenal knowledge doesseem to involve the possession of certain special concepts
we would want to label as distinctively mental or phenomenal that have distinct modes of
presentation. (Loar 1990, 1997) But recognizing this does not really address the topic of our
investigation, since we need to know whywe have these special concepts and distinct modes of
presentation. Another way to make this point is in terms of the need for an explanation of the
epistemic gap: what is the explanation, ontologically speaking, for the existence of these
distinctive phenomenal concepts and modes of presentation? What is the world like such that it
makes it the case that we have these sorts of objectively inaccessible concepts and modes of
presentation? Even if Loar is right that phenomenal concepts are special because they refer
directly (or express the property that they refer to), we still need more of an explanation of why
they do this, i.e., we need an account of the ontology or the feature of the world that leads to this
unusual characteristic, not just an account of the world that makes it possible for concepts to
have this unusual characteristic.

There are other views in the ballpark of Loar’s approach (e.g., Papineau forthcoming),
each of which argue that the nature of phenomenal knowledge derives from distinctive features
of phenomenal concepts. Although I agree with the general approach of such special-concept
views, as with Loar’s approach, I think these views need additional ontological support in order
to succeed in explaining the existence of the epistemic gap. If you like, think of my account of
the ontological grounds for phenomenal knowledge as supplementing these positions, i.e., as
providing an ontological structure that can help to support views that hold that phenomenal
concepts are special while denying the existence of fundamental mental properties. (But some
caution is warranted, since advocates of the special-concept strategy also tend to be identity
theorists, and in the end, my view will reject strict versions of identity views where tokens of
mental properties are taken to be identical to tokens of physical properties, e.g., where a token of
pain is taken to be identical to a token of C-fibers firing (or token pca, or whatever). This
difference may or may not make my strategy unappealing to special-concept theorists, depending

on the overall constellation of views.)
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§3. The generality of the puzzle about phenomenal knowledge.

As the discussion above shows, the ontological ramifications of the epistemic gap have been
hotly disputed in debates over the ontology of consciousness in the philosophy of mind. Here, I’d
like to be more explicit about how I think similar issues crop up elsewhere, in particular, in
discussions in the philosophy of time about whether events have the fundamental property of
presentness, in debates on personal identity over whether one’s property of having a point of
view plays a special role in the persistence of one’s self, and in discussions of haecceities of
objects, where objects are thought to have a primitive thisness that plays a special role in
individuation and identity across places, times and worlds. Instead of focusing on special
properties intended to capture, e.g., what it’s like to see red, the focus is on the nownessf
events, the mynessf one’s own point of view, and the thisnessf an object.

In each debate, there is the suggestion (often explicit, but sometimes implicit) that special
phenomenal knowledge derives somehow from the character of a special subjective experience,
i.e., the “oompah-pah” of an experience of an entity. Then there is an inference that something in
the world must be responsible for this special character of subjective experiences of the
presentness of events, the point of view of one’s self and the thisness or specialness of an object.
The next move parallels that of the dualist: that we must increase our catalogue of fundamental
properties in order to adequately account for the ontology that such experiences suggest we
perceive or recognize. (Differences in detail between each of these debates come down to
differences in where the ontology needs to be increased, i.e., in what we need to add to our
catalogue of what is in the world.) Thus, our subjective experience of the nowness of events is
explained by ascribing the property of presentness to events, our subjective experience of the
“pointedness” of one’s point of view is explained by ascribing the irreducible property of having
a point of view to the individual, and our subjective experience of the thisness of objects is
explained by ascribing the property of haecceististic thisnesses to objects. This mirrors the

dualist, who argues that our subjective experience of the redness of the red tomato (what it’s like
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to see red) is explained by ascribing irreducible conscious properties to the experiencer of the
tomato.

In some sense, the issues involving the nowness of events, the thisness of objects, and the
point of view of an individual can all be assimilated to the debate over the ontology of mental
properties, since the justification for each of these new properties involves the view that we need
such properties to explain “what it is like” to have these sorts of experiences of entities. But this
assimilation obscures important differences between the debates. Most importantly, the additions
to ontology promoted by the nonreductionists in the metaphysical debates are not the additions
suggested by the dualist, since it is inferred that the special character of the experiences of the
relevant entities is not located in the fact that we are conscious of the entities, but rather in the
entities themselves. The views locate the “specialness” of our experience of objects, selves, or
the temporal characteristics of events someplace other than in the “what-it’s-like” of experience
focused on by the dualist. In each case, the claim is that the best explanation of our experience
and corresponding knowledge of the object, self or event is best explained by the thesis that we
are recognizing the existence of special, irreducible properties of the object, self or event.

In the case of the ascription of properties of presentness or thisness, there are also
important subtleties involving what we take physicalism to be. Proponents of primitive
properties of presentness are often willing to argue that a completed physics, if true, will include
properties of presentness (and perhaps pastness and futurity) among its inventory of the
fundamental properties of the world. If so, then defending a primitive property of presentness is
antireductionist, yet consistent with being a physicalist, even under a narrow definition of
physicalism where the physicalist is one who rejects ontologies that include fundamental
properties that are not part of physics’ inventory of the fundamental properties of the world.
Proponents of primitive properties of thisness can also consider themselves to be physicalists of a
sort. Such a physicalist would accept ontologies that include certain fundamental metaphysical
properties that are not part of the inventory of the properties of physics and other natural
sciences, but would reject the dual attribute theorist’s contention that the fundamental
metaphysical properties include mentalproperties. As a result, fans of presentness and thisness

are concerned to argue that there must be primitive physical or metaphysical properties in the
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world in order to account for phenomenal knowledge derived from our experiences of events and
objects, but by doing so they are not taking a stand on the debate between physicalists and
dualists in the philosophy of mind.

The discussion of personal identity is trickier, since it often involves the postulation of
new properties of the mind, but even here there are important distinctions between debates over
personal identity and debates over consciousness. The debate over the ontology that grounds
one’s point of view in discussions of personal identity historically involved a debate about
whether the missing property was the property of having a soul or some other special (but not
necessarily mental) property. Contemporary discussions of the problem canvass attempts to
reduce the property of having the same point of view to properties such as having the same
(quasi) memories, the same psychological dispositions or the same psychological attitudes. If the
standard objections to these reductionist moves hold, the property of having a certain point of
view may be some sort of mental property, but it is not reducible to more familiar mental
properties such as having certain beliefs, desires, having qualia based on certain beliefs and
desires, or the other sorts of mental properties that the dualist is concerned to defend. In the
context of the debate over personal identity, the controversy is not so much over whether the
property of having a point of views a (primitive) mental property as whether it is a new
property, i.e., whether it is a new (primitive) mental property or whether it is reducible to more
familiar (primitive) mental properties.

To emphasize a final distinction, the debate over the ontology of consciousness has
focused on the question of whether we need to postulate primitive mental properties in order to
account for our phenomenal knowledge of experiences of qualitative properties of objects, such
as the redness of a tomato. The existence of the qualitative properties had by objects is usually
not disputed (or, more carefully, the existence of some fundamental or manifest property of the
object responsible for the relevant qualitative property ascribed to the object is not disputed).
Instead, the dispute centers on whether we need additional distinctivelymentalproperties in
order to account for the character of our experiences of these qualitative properties of objects.
This is not the dispute in debates over the status of properties of presentness, thisnesses or points

of view.
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So it should be clear that there are important differences between the reductionist and
antireductionist moves in each of these debates. However, an explication of subjective
experience and its associated phenomenal knowledge will shed light on all of these debates, and
will support the reductionist side in each of them.

Note that with the exception of the presentist who holds that properties of presentness
will ultimately be detected or somehow justified by scientific practice, each of these positions
fail to respond to the problem of explaining the epistemic gap. Why is it that properties of
thisness or points of view are not detectable using normal scientific methods? What can explain
the fact that we seem to be detecting properties that are causally inactive in other respects? In
fairness, the problem seems less pressing for these views, perhaps because antireductionist and
antinaturalist disputes are not at the nexus of the debate like they are for the dualist. It may even
be the case that both parties in a dispute over whether thisnesses exist will explicitly reject
naturalistic arguments against metaphysical properties (arguing that such properties are not the
sort of thing that are empirically detectable). Further, fans of points of view can argue that the
issues concerning the epistemic gap are appropriately thrashed out in the dualist-physicalist
debate, or at least that their views can piggyback on whatever treatment of mental properties is
ultimately deemed acceptable. (If, in the end, mental properties are just certain sorts of physical
properties, then the fan of points of view can argue that there are irreducible physical point-of-
view properties of a certain sort.)

This point granted, an explanation of why we have an epistemic gap that respects
reductionist scruples should be welcome all the same, since such an explanation of the “what-
it’s-like” of our experience of objects, selves, or the temporal characteristics of events would be
far more acceptable (for Ockhamist reasons) than the ontologically inflationary accounts on
offer. Moreover, should science prove the presentist wrong, the epistemic gap for the fan of
presentism becomes at least as pressing as that for the dualist, which would make a solution for
him at least as desirable.

So we are back to our original point: to improve our understanding of phenomenal
knowledge we must define its ontological ground, i.e., we must describe the way the world is

such that agents have phenomenal knowledge. Below, I shall develop a thesis of the ontology of
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subjective experience and discuss how it grounds phenomenal knowledge. I shall then apply my
views where the discussion of phenomenology has been most intense, to the discussion of
dualism, physicalist theories and the ontology of consciousness. At the end of the paper I will
devote a short section to applications of my thesis to debates about presentism, haecceitism and

personal identity.

§4. Basic ontology.
Well then, let’s get on with the ontology. What is the ontology of the subjective experience that
grounds phenomenal knowledge? What is the ontology that is responsible for the irreducibly
subjective, perspectival attitude associated with knowledge of what-it’s-like that each of us
seems to be able to have? Moreover, how does the ontology that is responsible for phenomenal
knowledge fit into a rigorous, physicalist, and robustly realist (and metaphysically realist)
account of the world? In other words, for those of us who reject dualism or accounts of the world
based upon versions of Kantian transcendental idealism and the like, how are we to make sense
of a world with an irreducibly subjective component? The first step is to identify the ontological
structure of subjective experience. To do this effectively, we need to review some basic
metaphysics of structure, focusing on the metaphysics of relations and relational properties.

An instance of a relation is a metaphysical entity that obtains between instances of relata.
For example, an instance of the relation being 8 feet frombtains right now between me and my
office door. (From now on, for ease of exposition, I will usually drop the emphasis on instances.
However, unless I explicitly say otherwise, I will be talking about instances of relations, relata,
and properties.) As I sit here typing, my door stands ajar, and the relation of being 8 feet from
obtains between me and the open door. When a relation obtains between relata a relational
complex consisting of the relata plus the relation is created: in this case, the relational complex
consists of me, being 8 feet frogund the door.

Relational complexes are hyperintensional: if they are structured in a different way or

include different constituents, they are different entities. Note also that descriptions of “intrinsic”
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and extrinsic” need to be applied carefully: attention must be paid to what is included in the
object in question. Roughly, intrinsicness is a matter of metaphysical independence: a property is
intrinsic to an object if the object’s having it is metaphysically independent of other objects. This
characterization makes it clear that intrinsicness is relative to what we take the object to include
(or to what we take the object to be). Note also that relations are not by definition extrinsic: my
hand stands in a part-of relation to me, and this instance of a part-of relation is intrinsic to me.

A relation such as being 8 feet froman be extrinsic to me, yet is intrinsic to the relational
complex that consists of me, being 8 feet fropmand the door. Similar issues apply to relational
properties. In our example, I have the relational property of being 8 feet from the dodSome use
the term “relational property” to apply to monadic, structured properties constructed from
relational complexes: in other words, relational properties just are the relevant portion of the
relational complex. Applied to our example, on such a view my relational property of being 8
feet from the doojust reduces to the portion of the relational complex that includes the relation
being 8 feet fromplus the open door. This is a reductionist treatment of relational properties. A
nonreductionist treatment of relational properties take the relational property of being 8 feet from
the doorto be a monadic property that is (ontologically) entailed by the relational complex.* On
this view, the relational property of being 8 feet from the dod a property that exists in addition
to the relational complex (it is not reducible to the proper part of the complex that is the relation
being 8 feet fromplus the open door). The caveat about intrinsic and extrinsic applies here as
well: relational properties may be intrinsic or extrinsic depending on what is included in the
object in question.

A less familiar classification of relations and properties as internal or external is also
relevant: internal properties and relations are those properties and relations that are included in
what the object is, and externalproperties and relations are those that are not. For example, my
property of being 8 feet from the dod external to me, but my property of having a hand as a
partis internal to me. The distinction between internal and intrinsic and between extrinsic and

external is controversial. For example, on some accounts of intrinsicness and extrinsicness, a

* Whether or not one wants to be a reductionist or nonreductionist about relational properties is
largely independent of whether one wants to be a reductionist or nonreductionist about mental
properties, presentness properties, etc.
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property could be internal (included in an object) yet extrinsic (metaphysically dependent upon

entities other than the object). This dispute will not be relevant here.

§5. The ontology of subjective experience.

Now that we have arrayed our ontological arsenal, we can train our sights on the metaphysics of
subjective experience. Start with some generalities about the actual world. As physicalists, we
know a posteriorifrom the natural and special sciences that in the actual world, certain brain
properties, perhaps ones that can be picked out as occupants of special functional roles, are
somehow involved in phenomenal knowledge. Call these brain properties “cognitive properties.”

I shall assume that, at least in the actual world, cognitive properties are part of the
ontology of every sort of subjective experience. Since I’m not particularly interested in doing
old-style conceptual analysis, for now I will sidestep issues about whether cognitive properties
are necessary in any broader modal sense for subjective experience (although I doubt they are
necessary). The challenge here is to show how actual agents have subjective experience, i.e, to
describe the ontology of actual subjective experiences without including irreducibly mental
properties in the ontology, not to give an analysis of our concept of such experiences. So I shall
help myself to the potentially controversial view that when we pick out all the actual individuals
with subjective experience, we are picking out individuals with cognitive properties.

To say that we are picking out individuals with cognitive properties is to say that these
individuals havethese properties. Call the having of cognitive properties cognitive havingMy
first claim is that a subjective experience is simply a (is identical to a) cognitive having.

Why is such a claim meaningful or interesting? To see why it is, I want to emphasize that
we must think about the ontological situation carefully. In particular, if individuals have
cognitive properties (remember, this means that individuals have instancesf cognitive
properties) then a state of affairs with some sort of structure obtains. But what sort of structure?
Here is a natural first pass: if individual | has C, an instance of cognitive property C, then | stands
in the having relation to C. This gives us a relational complex, similar in structure to the
relational complex we considered earlier of my being 8 feet from the office door. Further details

are needed. What are the relata of this complex? What is the relation?
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Often, philosophers of mind set these questions aside. They assume that, somehow, the
nitty-gritty metaphysical details will work themselves out such that the details won’t really
matter to their overall project. I think this is wishful thinking, and that it has led to many
problems (just look at the literature on mental causation!) One must be more precise about the
metaphysics in order to make progress. Fortunately, if you don’t wish to soil your thoughts with
lots of metaphysical details, one can make a sufficient amount of progress with the minimum of
ontology that was given in the previous section. Here is a minimal ontological storyf how | has
C: take it as a primitive fact that when | has c, | stands in h to ¢. This means that we have a
relational complex with a structured part: the structured part is having ¢ From above, we can call
having ceither a “relational property” or “a portion of a structured relational complex.” I’ll use
the latter phrase. One more detail is relevant: since instances of cognitive properties had by an
individual seem to be part of or are included in that individual, in an important sense, having Cis
internal to |. In the end, this minimal ontological characterization will be enough for my
purposes in this paper.

For those with stronger stomachs, I will now develop a more detailed story of how | has
C. Note that there are many ways such a story can go, depending on one’s views about the
metaphysical status of properties, objects, and the having relation. In one sense, it is absolutely
right to think that, whatever our metaphysical commitments are in the end, we will have an
adequate story to tell about how | has €. On the other hand, it is wrong to think that the
metaphysical details don’t matter or don’t need to be worked out, since objections to my account
of subjective experience can take the form of objections to the metaphysics, and the logical space
for developments of the account of subjective experience depend directly on the metaphysical
picture supplied. (For example, accounts of how mental properties can or cannot have essences,
how mental properties could be constituted by physical properties, how a nonreductionist
materialism of mind could be coherent, and how mental causation is or is not committed to
overdetermination all turn on the gory metaphysical details of the story. For more on this, see
Paul 2006, Paul forthcoming and Hall and Paul forthcoming.)

So here is PaulOs ontological stoof how | has c. (Don’t be confused by my use of the

term “story”—what [ am giving is a description of the way I think the world objectively is.)

20



DRAFT

What are the relata and the relation of the structured relational complex of I’s having ¢? One
relatum is C, the instance of the cognitive property C. On my view, C is an instance of an
immanent universal, and instances of universals are tropes. So C is a trope. We have another
relatum we must deal with: individual I. There are two complications here: first, one can ask
what one’s theory of objects is, which is a way of asking about what | metaphysically is. Second,
since instances of cognitive properties had by an individual seem to be part of that individual, we
need to be clear about how individual | can be thought of as a relatum. In reply to the first
complication, I take spatiotemporally located objects to be mereological fusions of immanent
universals plus properties of being located. The location-properties “particularize” the object, in
effect, giving us a fusion of tropes: objects have tropes or property instances as qualitative (not
spatiotemporal) parts. The second matter can be dealt with by being clearer about what is meant
when we claim that | has C: strictly speaking, | has ¢ by including C as a qualitative part along
with a location property, so | has C as a proper qualitative part.

What about h, the instance of the having relation? On the view I just outlined above,
objects can have properties by including them as qualitative parts. Thus, the having relation is a
species of the part-of relation, and h is an instance of the qualitative part-of relation. This gives
us enough to characterize the structured relational complex of I’s having c: | includes C as a
proper part, and so the structured complex is of | bearing the has-as-a-proper-part-of relation to
. For more on my theory of objects, see Paul 2002 and Paul 2006.

For those who wish for a more traditional ontology, consider ArmstrongOs ontological
storyof how | has c. Following David Armstrong (1997 and elsewhere) we can take |I’s having
to consist in a thin particular (call it | *) instantiating C. | has C in virtue of | " instantiating C (I is
constructed from | ~ and the properties it instantiates). Instantiation ties the particular to the
universal in some sense, but is supposed to be defined so as to escape Bradley’s regress. In any
case, | ~ instantiating C involves a structured entity similar in relevant ways to what I’ve called a
structured relational complex.

In each ontological story, I’s having C is a structured complex, and having cis a
constituent (in a loose sense of the term “constituent”) of the complex. Moreover, having cis an

internal property or is internal to |: unlike, say, being 8 feet from the open door, having cis in
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some way included in what | is. In what follows, I will focus on these characteristics of cognitive
having. I’ll take instances of cognitive having to be portions of relationally structured entities
that are internal to their cognizers: | cognitively has ¢ when | bears a having relation to a
cognitive property.

I said above that I take subjective experience to be cognitive having: I’s having Cis I’s
subjective experience. Now, having in general is not cognitive: one can have a liver, a hand, or
the property of being female. Cognitive having is special because it is the having of cognitive
properties: we can think of cognitive having as a determinate of the determinable of having.

Obviously, there is a different sense in which cognitive having is special: it is special
because it is subjective experience. Now, one might ask how we know this: my answer is that we
know this from science. In other words, cognitive having is special because it involves cognitive
properties, and we know a posteriori (from the sciences, perhaps from other sources) that when
one has these cognitive properties, one has subjective experience, and we use inference to the
best explanation to equate the two. Thus, an instance of cognitive having is an instance that is a
special sort of determinate of the determinable having a determinate that has an instance of a
cognitive property as one of its relata. So I am assuming a physicalist thesis and relying on
inference to the best explanation: I am helping myself to the thesis that cognitive properties
rather than primitive mental properties are the ontological basis for experience. This thesis may
be challenged, but it is not my project here—my project here is to explain the epistemic gap
giventhis thesis. My hope is to explain why the ontology of subjective experience as I have
characterized it, i.e., as cognitive having, can explain the epistemic gap. Let us turn to this

question directly.

§6. Cognitive having and subjectivity.

The important thing to notice about an instance of cognitive having is that it is internal and it has
structure: it is included in an individual | and is constructed from an instance of the having
relation plus an instance of a cognitive property. This provides the key to the irreducibly

subjective character of subjective experience: any instance of subjective experience is irreducibly
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subjective because a constituent of it is an instance of the irreducibly subjective relation of
cognitive having

Notice that [ am not saying that subjective experience iS the cognitive property. Thus, I
am denying that instances of pain are instances of c-fibers firing (or pyramidal cell activity, or
whatever our best science will locate as the right cognitive property...) For those who defend
token-token identity theories, when they are clear about their metaphysics, they seem to take
instances of subjective experiences to just be instances of cognitive properties. Thus, for
example, in Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson 1996 (e.g. p. 98), token-token identity theories are
described as those that hold that, e.g., tokens of pains are tokens of c-fibers firing.

I deny such token-token identity. Instead, an instance of pain is the havingof an instance
of c-fibers firing. This is important, since the bearing of the having relation provides the
subjectivity of subjective experience. Tokens of mental properties are tokens with structure: they
are tokens of having physical properties, so tokens of pain are not just tokens of c-fibers firing.
Tokens of pain, like other tokens of subjective experience, are portions of relationally structured
entities that are internal to their cognizers.

On this view, tokens of mental properties have more structure than physical tokens, and
this extra bit of structure is essential. So tokens of pain have more structure than tokens of c-
fibers firing, and this extra bit of structure is essential to the token of pain. Tokens of c-fibers
firing (or tokens of pyramidal cell activity, etc.) are less structured than tokens of havingc-fibers
firing (or tokens of havingpca, etc.), and these less structured tokens are usually the sorts of
tokens that physical sciences are thought to be quantifying over in standard theories, that figure
in scientific laws, etc.

Now, it may be that identity theorists would be happy to take on my more structured
tokens: if so, well and good. My point is that to explain the epistemic gap we need to distinguish
between these two types of tokens (less structured instances of cognitive properties vs. more
structured instances of havings of cognitive properties) and deny that instances of subjective
experiences are just instances of cognitive properties. This means that instances of mental
properties are in a different ontological category from instances of properties of physics (or

neurophysiology): mental properties are structured portions of relational complexes (portions of
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what one might call states of affairs), while instances of properties of physics can be monadic
properties that can lack this sort of structure.” At best, identity theorists have not been clear about
the ontological position they wish to espouse, and have run together instances of physical
properties with instances of having physical properties. At worst, identity theorists have

defended the sort of token-token identity that Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson ascribe to them.
Since I am inclined to follow Braddon-Mitchell and Jackson’s characterization of identity theory,
I take my view to deny token-token (and type-type) identity theories, and hence to be a species of
nonreductive materialism.

As I have defined it, the structure of subjective experience (a bearing of the having
relation to a cognitive property) is necessarily internal and thus perspectival in the sense that
cognitive having cannot be borne to something outside the self. In more explicitly modal terms,
being internal to a self or an agent is essential to a cognitive having. Subjective experience is
irreducibly subjective because it is a bearing of an internal relation to a property of the self that
results in an internal relational complex, i.e., results in a structured entity that is included in what
an individual is. Thus, an instance of subjective experience is not just a token of C-fibers firing
or a token of psa: unlike tokens of subjective experience, tokens of C-fibers firing psa could

occur in a Petri dish (at least arguably) and not be had by any individual whatsoever.

§7. Cognitive having, objective knowledge and phenomenal knowledge.

We can now start to see, perhaps only dimly, what is responsible for the divide between
objective knowledge and subjective knowledge. The seemingly small change in what I am taking
the mental property to be —it is a structured portion of a relational complex (or perhaps a
structured portion of a state of affairs), and not a monadic property, nor a state, nor a state of

affairs—is important, because it lights the way to the ontological basis for phenomenal

> Does this mean that a having a mental property is a having of a having of a physical property?
Not necessarily: it isn’t clear that havings of havings exist, and we run the risk of allowing for
regress objections. We can take the phrase “having a mental property” and argue that unlike the
general use of “having an —x—" it doesn’t predicate an additional having of —x—: it simply
picks out the structured relational complex of |’s having c, that is, saying that y has P, where P is
a mental property.
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knowledge. One’s bearing the having relation is crucial to understanding the subjectivity of
phenomenal knowledge, and we ignore it at our peril.

Recall that complete objective knowledge of tokens of cognitive properties can be
gleaned from a complete scientific or third-person characterization, even when that
characterization is exclusively from the third person point of view. No such thing is true of
phenomenal knowledge: phenomenal knowledge of subjective experience cannot be derived
from an exclusively third person point of view. The temptation to draw dualist inferences here is
familiar.

Now, I have been emphasizing that a comparison of our knowledge of (from) subjective
experience to our knowledge of cognitive properties (properties of physics or chemistry or
neurophysiology, etc.) is the wrong comparison to make, since tokens of mental properties are
not merely tokens of cognitive properties, i.e., instances of subjective experiences are not
instances of cognitive properties. They are instances of havings of cognitive properties. Once we
make this essential change, we need to refigure the puzzle, paying attention to the fact that
subjective experience is in part a having, i.e., it is a structured portion of a relational complex of
I’s having C.

So let us focus on the portion of the structured relational complex of I’s having c that is
the having of c. It seems obviously right to hold that complete objective knowledge of this
portion of the structured relational complex of I’s having C can be derived from a complete
scientific or third-person characterization of I’s having c. But since phenomenal knowledge of a
subjective experience cannot be derived from an exclusively third person point of view,
phenomenal knowledge of this portion of the structured relational complex that is subjective
experience cannot be derived from an exclusively third person point of view.

This suggests very strongly that we are dealing with two different epistemic relations;
objective knowledge of |’s having ¢ and phenomenal knowledge of I’s having c. Now, I have
granted that the epistemic gap exists, and moreover, that there is a corresponding explanatory
gap that cannot be filled. The challenge, as I argued above, is to explain why there is an

epistemic gap, that is, what is the ontological basis for the difference between the epistemic
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relation of objective knowledge of |’s having ¢ and the epistemic relation of phenomenal
knowledge of I’s having c?

Now that we are clear about the ontology of subjective experience and how it gets its
irreducibly subjective character, we have what we need to provide the explanation. The key is to
see that, while each epistemic relation involves knowledge of the same portion of the relational
complex of |’s having c, the grounds for each sort of knowledge differ. And if the grounds for
the knowledge differ, we have an explanation for why the two sorts of knowledge differ.

Start with the grounds for objective knowledge of I’s having c. How do we get such
knowledge? I submit that we get it in the way we get other sorts of objective knowledge, namely,
from bearing perceptual or other causal relations to the entities we know about. (At least this is
what happens at the start, and then we build inferences, etc. onto this foundation.) These
perceptual or causal relations are external to the entities we know about: either we bear the
external relations directly to the relational complex of I’s having C, or we bear such relations to
effects we can detect of the relational complex of I’s having c. Whatever story we tell about how
we detect or have objective knowledge of instances of cognitive properties is the story we should
tell about how we detect or have objective knowledge of instances of having cognitive
properties.

But the grounds for phenomenal knowledge of I’s having c are different. Phenomenal
knowledge of I’s having c is knowledge attributed to |. Agent I’s having phenomenal knowledge
of I’s having c is grounded on the agent herself bearing the having relation to C, not on |I’s
bearing causal or other relations to the relational complex of I’s having C, and not even on I’s
bearing causal or other relations to the portion of the structural complex that is having c. For | to
have phenomenal knowledge of I’s having C (in other words, to have phenomenal knowledge of
having C), she must actually bear the relation of having to c. The requirement that | must bear the
having relation to € means that | must have a special relation to C that is, intuitively speaking,
direct. It is not, and cannot be, mediated by causal or any other relations. Intuitively, phenomenal
knowledge of I’s having c is direct, while objective knowledge of I’s having C is indirect.

This difference in the grounds for knowledge is why we have different knowledge

relations. The grounds for objective knowledge of I’s having ¢ do not provide the grounds for
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phenomenal knowledge of I’s having c: for an individual J (not identical to ), J’s bearing causal
or other perceptual relations to I’s having C is in no way sufficient for bearing the having relation
to ¢.® And since the grounds for J’s objective knowledge of I’s having ¢ do not provide the
grounds for J to have phenomenal knowledge of I’s having ¢, we have explained why there is an
epistemic gap between the two sorts of knowledge. We cannot get to phenomenal knowledge
from mere objective knowledge, since the relations we must stand in to get the two sorts of
knowledge differ. This is how to explain the epistemic gap.

Note that identity theorists could use what I’ve said in order to provide their own
explanation of the epistemic gap.” (Indeed, I encourage them to do so.) Part of my point is that
we need to pay attention to the structure of the ontology of subjective experience, and that by
doing so we can explain the epistemic gap. Identity theorists might hold on to their token-token
identity view, yet use the minimal ontological story plus the point about different grounds for
different sorts of knowledge to provide a similar account of the epistemic gap. But I think my
account of subjective experience as instances of havingsof cognitive properties plus my account
of the different grounds for knowledge is superior to a view that only takes the latter part of this
on, since by building the having relation into the experience I can account for the distinctively
subjective nature of subjective experience. Phenomenal knowledge arises from subjective
experience because subjective experience includes the having relation (this is what makes it
distinctively subjective), and actually bearing the having relation is necessary to ground
phenomenal knowledge. If an instance of a subjective experience were merely an instance of a
cognitive property, nothing about the nature of the subjective experience itself would entail
phenomenal knowledge (it would still have to be hadin order to entail phenomenal knowledge).
This, I submit, does not capture the intuitive facts. Intuitively, it is something internal to
subjective experience that gives rise to phenomenal knowledge, not something external to such

experience.

% when =, I’s having c trivially entails that J has c.
7 Thanks are due to Andy Egan for pressing me on this point.
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§8. What I’m not doing.

My explanation of the epistemic gap does not provide an account of an a priori entailment of
some sort between subjective experience and phenomenal knowledge. In other words, I am not
explaining why phenomenal knowledge arises from subjective experience by establishing some
sort of conceptual connection between them or giving some analysis of phenomenal knowledge
in terms of subjective experience. I have given an account of how I think phenomenal knowledge
is grounded by subjective experience and have emphasized that cognitive having is by definition
irreducibly subjective and that what grounds phenomenal knowledge is something internal to
subjective experience, But I haven’t argued that cognitive having grounds phenomenal
knowledge in some a priori way or that our concept of phenomenal knowledge is supposed to be
connected to our concept of cognitive having. (Though I may have provided some basis for
arguing that our phenomenal concepts are direct, if we assume that the directness of phenomenal
concepts is somehow tied to the directness of phenomenal knowledge.)

Is this a problem? I don’t think so. It isn’t that I don’t think such questions are interesting:
they certainly are. I’d especially like to know more about the epistemology and metaphysics of
phenomenal knowledge than I do (I’'m less concerned about our concepts of such things). But
such a project exceeds the goals for the enquiry we’ve been conducting. What we’ve been trying
to do here is to find an explanation, given physicalist assumptions about mental properties, of the
epistemic gap. The explanation is explicitly supposed to be one that is acceptable in a context
where conceptual analysis is not required, and in particular where the explanatory gap is
accepted as unbridgeable.

Note that requiring an a priori explanation of how phenomenal knowledge arises from
subjective experience in order to explain the epistemic gap comes awfully close to requiring a
solution to the explanatory gap in order to explain the epistemic gap. The need for this sort of
conceptual analysis has already been rejected by the sort of physicalist that I am defending.
There is another point in the vicinity worth noting: when we discuss the grounds for objective
knowledge, it is usually taken as a sufficient explanation of such knowledge that it is based on
causal or other perceptual grounds. (And this isn’t supposed to exclude the possibility that there

might be other grounds for objective knowledge, so we can lay any such Benacerraf-induced
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ghost to rest.) We do not object to the account of objective knowledge as grounded in causal
relations because the account does not provide an a priori explanation of how objective
knowledge arises from our standing in these causal relations to the entities that are known. Nor
do we require an a priori explanation of how our concept of objective knowledge arises from our
concept of standing in causal relations to the entities that are known. Such a requirement is
obviously too strong. (There are important questions about which causal relations are the “right”

causal relations to ground objective knowledge, but I am setting that point aside.)

§9. She blinded me with science.

Nagel is right to think that the subjective perspective is irreducible. This however, does not mean
that it is not material, or that some sort of irreducible phenomenal stuff has to be postulated in
order to make sense of it. Instead, we have a collection of cognitive properties and other material
that is a cognitive agent (I’m assuming that in the actual world the agent and states can be picked
out by functional roles or other material characteristics), and this agent has a particular cognitive
property.

This objective or third person characterization does not capture all the facts one can know
about the subjective experience of the agent, since it does not capture the phenomenal knowledge
of the agent. But this does not mean there is anything immaterial, spooky, or antiphysicalist
about the ontology of mental properties, at least, not on a reasonable definition of physicalism. I
am not postulating that the mental is some sort of irreducible fundamental entity: mental
properties are reducible to havings of cognitive properties. My view can be called a version of
nonreductive materialism in the sense that I deny that mental properties reduce to cognitive
properties, but it is reductively materialist in that I argue that actual conscious mental properties
reduce to nonmental metaphysical entities in our world.

Official definitions aside, it should be clear that my view is not dualist or antiphysicalist
in the objectionable sense of postulating fundamental, irreducible mental entities. What my view
requires is the recognition that the metaphysics of the having relation is internal, and that there
exist instances of havings of cognitive properties, where such instances are understood in some

metaphysically acceptable way. But surely even the most conservative of physicalists will want
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to include instances of the having relation among the fundamental entities of the world, even if
having relations are not explicitly quantified over in current or ideal physics.®

What some physicalists will find objectionable is not the ontology of the position but the
epistemology, since their position is based in part upon a sort of naturalist faith in the power of
science to explain everything there is in the world. On my view, such faith is misguided. Science
can give us many things, but it cannot give us the subjective perspective. The inaccessibility of
the subjective is purely a matter of the epistemological facts that are (somehow) determined by
the metaphysical facts. The relation of having is such that it requires a haver as a relatum, and the
relation of cognitive having is necessarily internal to an object. As a result, there is a blind spot
in science’s 3"-person view of the world.

This blind spot should not be feared, since it is not blindness with respect to ontology, but
blindness with respect to epistemology. To think that the existence of such a blind spot entails
dualism is to make the mistake of the driver who, relying solely on his mirrors despite detecting
an ominous rumbling and honking to his right, merges into a truck on the New Jersey Turnpike.
Such a driver refuses to accept that any vehicles not reflected in his mirrors could exist in the
immediate vicinity—with disastrous results. The lesson is that the existence of a blind spot need
not entail a gap in the ontology, whether one is driving to New York or mapping the ontology of
the mental. In other words, science cannot capture subjective knowledge, but it can describe all
of the fundamental physical properties and relations in the world, including the structured
relational complexes that are subjective experience. Physicalists can grant that we can have

complete objective knowledge of the physical without complete knowledge.’

% As I indicated above when I dealt with the different ontological stories one could tell, different
physicalists may prefer different ontologies of having. Some will defend primitive instantiation,
others as the mereological part-of relation, and others may prefer to remain uncommitted to any
particular account of the metaphysics of the relation. These latter, however, will still be
committed to Somesuitable ontology of the having relation, even if it as minimal as set
membership. (Though those who prefer to reduce the havings of properties to membership in
selected sets often fail to recognize that this can carry with it substantial, controversial
commitments to the existence of possibilia.)

? Gunderson (REF) saw this long ago, when he described a periscope that can focus everything
in the world in its crosshairs except itself. The existence of the periscope is entailed by the fact
that it can fix points in its crosshairs, much as the existence of the subjective perspective is
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Recognizing the ontological grounds for the blind spot of science gives a posteriori
physicalists a reply to Jackson (2006). Recall Jackson’s argument against such a physicalist: if a
complete physical enquiry describes all the physical properties, there cannot be an explanatory
gap at the end of all such enquiry unless our description of the world is failing to describe
fundamental mental properties. We can assume a complete physical description would describe
the relational complexes that are subjective experiences, but, as we have seen, such a description
would not be sufficient to close the explanatory gap. The gap results from the fact that we get
knowledge from bearing having relations to cognitive properties, not from the fact that the
physical description has omitted to describe some of the fundamental properties from which
subjective experience is constructed.

I can see how Jackson’s argument might create trouble for the a posteriori physicalist
who took instances of pains to be instances of C-fibers firing or the like. If subjective
experiences were simply instances of C-fibers firing, then it would seem that a complete
description of such instances should give us complete knowledge of subjective experience. But
as I have argued, subjective experiences include more than this: they are relational complexes
that include internal relations of having, which, when borne to cognitive properties, give rise to a
special sort of knowledge. A complete physical description of such complexes does not involve
the knower of the description actually including the relevant relational complexes (does not
involve the knower actually bearing the internal relations of having to the relevant cognitive
properties), and so does not ground all the knowledge there is to be had. Hence, a complete
physical description of subjective experience is not inconsistent with an explanatory gap. Once
the physicalist has the right ontology of subjective experience, Jackson’s argument can be

rebutted.

§10. Subjective experience and ontology
What sorts of applications does this discussion of the ontology of subjective experience and the

grounds for phenomenal knowledge have for ontological debates over presentism, haecceitism

entailed by our own experience. It would be wrong to think that the periscope doesn’t exist
simply because it cannot fix itself in its crosshairs.
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and personal identity? I think there are some interesting parallels between the inferences made in
the debate over dualism and these debates, and that a clearer account of subjective experience
and its relation to phenomenal knowledge supports the reductionist side of each ontological
debate. To do this topic justice would require many pages, so I’ll just take a brief look at each

debate below to give a sense of how I think the point can be applied.

a. Presentism. The presentist argues that our subjective experience of the world is such that
events have a primitive property of nowness (or that there is a primitive property of “passage”).
The claim is basically that an eternalist or four dimensionalist account of spacetime cannot
account for what we seem to perceive, namely, that present events have a special character,
presentness, that they can gain or lose (resulting in passage). DC Williams, in his paper “The
Myth of Passage” puts it beautifully: “The final motive for the attempt to consummate the fourth
dimension of the manifold with the special perfection of passage is the vaguest but the most
substantial and incorrigible. It is simply that we find passage, that we are immediately and
poignantly involved in the jerk and whoosh of process, the felt flow of one moment into the next.
Here is the focus of being. Here is the shore whence the youngster watches the golden mornings
swing toward him like serried bright breakers from the ocean of the future. Here is the flood on
which the oldster wakes in the night to shudder at its swollen black torrent cascading him into

the abyss.” (1951, 465-6)"

Whoa.

The point here is that there is a certain specialness to our experience of events that
supports the inference to the existence of special properties of presentness and passage. The
claim is that the eternalist’s scientific characterization of the four dimensional manifold gives us
only a static world without whoosh, and that we need more ontology to adequately capture
reality. The presentist then claims that science needs to add passage to its description of

spacetime by having events gain and lose properties of presentness. The similarity here to the

' Great stuff, this. Why don’t people write like this anymore?
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dualist’s approach is striking. In each case, the claim is that scientific characterizations of the
world are somehow incomplete, and that to capture what it is like to have certain experiences, we
must postulate special additional properties of the world. And in each case, the move is faulty,
and for similar reasons.

In particular, the move by the presentist is faulty because it fails to account for the
possibility that our experience of events as present derives from our bearing a special subjective
attitude to properties caused by events located at times. In other words, our phenomenal
knowledge of experience caused by events has a special character because phenomenal
knowledge is special, not because the events are special. When we are located at a time that is
simultaneous with an event E such that we perceive the occurrence of E, we bear the subjective
relation of cognitive having to certain cognitive properties caused by E. I suggest that the
subjective experience of the “whoosh of process” is merely the bearing of this cognitive having
relation at the (tenselessly) present time. At earlier and later times, we (or earlier and later stages
of us) may bear different instances of the cognitive having relation to other instances of cognitive
processes. This is all there is to it: the difference in subjective experiences between these
different instances of bearing the cognitive having relation suffices for our sense of passage, and
the subjective experience of the bearing of each instance of the relation to relevant instances of
cognitive properties for our sense of the presentness of events. We don’t need to postulate new

fundamental temporal properties in order to account for this feature of our temporal experience.

[OPW readers: I think something about what I’ve said here in (a) is right, but that overall this
needs more work: I’'m worried that we still need presentness to attach to the bearing of the
cognitive relation, i.e., that it might not be enough to say that our sense of presentness at each
time just iS our bearing of the cognitive relation at that time. But I do like the idea that whoosh
comes from noticing differences between the different bearings of cognitive relations. I’'m still

thinking about this... in case anybody wants to discuss it.]

b. Haecceitism. A thisness or haecceity is supposed to be a primitive, nonqualitative

characteristic or property that gives each object its “individuality.” That is, it suffices to

23



DRAFT

individuate objects even when the objects are qualitative duplicates, and even if such duplicates
are not spatiotemporally distinct. The strongest arguments in favor of haecceities come from the
metaphysical possibility of numerically distinct objects that are qualitatively and
spatiotemporally indistinguishable, and from the empirical possibility that numerically distinct
electrons or other fundamental particles (such as fermions) might actually be qualitatively and
spatiotemporally indistinguishable. However, there is a weaker claim that can be made to bolster
this position in the face of anti-haecceitistic arguments, such as the claim that we can distinguish
between duplicates without requiring thisnesses. The weaker argument is just the claim that
when we perceive objects we perceive their thisness. (Compare Kripke’s remarks in Naming and
Necessitybout Nixon, this man, or about this table made of wood. Strictly speaking, Kripke is
talking about issues of transworld identity, but the basic intuition is the same. There is some
special feature of the object that is what it is, or that captures its being in some nonqualitative
way.)

Again, I suggest that we have been misled by the oompah-pah of experience to postulate
properties where there is no need for them. Setting aside metaphysical issues about the
individuation of indistinguishable objects, the thisness we seem to perceive in an object seems to
me to be exactly parallel to the presentness we seem to perceive in events. That is, when we
perceive an object O, we bear the subjective relation of cognitive having to certain cognitive
properties caused by O. When we imagine an object O, we bear the subjective relation of
cognitive having to certain cognitive properties caused by this act of imagination. The special
subjective experience we have when we perceive or think of an object is the result of bearing the
cognitive having relation, not the result of perceiving or thinking of special metaphysical
properties of thisness.

Now, to make this claim, I need to distinguish between the experience of bearing the
subjective relation of cognitive having to certain cognitive properties caused by qualitative
properties of O and the experience of bearing the subjective relation of cognitive having to
certain cognitive properties caused by O. Do we need thisnesses to make this distinction? No.
One’s response depends on one’s antecedent theory of objects: my preferred, rather minimalist

theory is that O is a sum of qualitative properties. Others may prefer to take O to be a thin
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particular plus the qualitative properties the thin particular exemplifies, etc. But in every case, O
is not merely identical to its (unsummed) qualitative properties, and so we have an ontological
basis for any difference in cognitive properties responsible for a difference in experience. Our
subjective experience provides no grounds for the ontologically inflationary view that objects
have nonqualitative properties of thisness.

In effect, in my reply to presentists and haecceitists, I am suggesting that in addition to
there being something that-it’s-like to see something red, there is something that-it’s-like to see
something red at a timeand there is something that-it’s-like to see a thing that is red. And just as
we do not need special mental properties to explain the special character of our experience of
qualitative properties like redness, we don’t need special temporal or thisness properties to
explain the special character of our experience of objects or of events at times. In each case, the
special character of what-it’s-like comes from the special subjective character of the experience,

not from other special new properties.

c. Personal Identity. The same issues arise from a slightly different perspective in the debate on
personal identity. The antireductionist in this debate argues from thought experiments (such as
Williams, “The Self and the Future”) that what defines personal identity is a point of view, and
that persons have primitive points of view not reducible to other properties.

This idea receives support from the fact that we all do seem to have a point of view, and
that this point of view seems to be something in addition to experiencing properties such as
redness or to having certain beliefs, desires or memories. While I think there is a special,
perspectival point of view that we each have, I don’t think we need to postulate any sort of
special property of the self in order to accommodate this intuition. Instead, we can look again to
the ontological structure of subjective experience: what accounts for the subjective nature of
one’s point of view is the relation of cognitive having.

This time, the subjective experience is the bearing of the having relation to beliefs,
desires, memories, and other psychological relations. The specialness of an individual’s point of
view comes from that individual’s including the cognitive having relation such that the relation is

borne to psychological attitudes and perhaps other cognitive properties included in the
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individual. I have a point of view when the right proper part of me bears the having relation to
the cognitive properties of my brain that are beliefs, desires, and memories (and perhaps other
sorts of cognitive properties caused by properties like redness, etc.) This is where the special
subjective, perspectival character of the experience of being me comes from.

This approach does not solve the outstanding question of how persons persist or of the
role of a point of view in determining the necessary and sufficient conditions for such
persistence, since questions of the persistence of the point of view will simply devolve into
questions about the persistence of subjective experience. All it does is show how the existence of
a point of view or a special subjective experience and the fact that points of view do not reduce
to mental properties like beliefs or memories does not provide the grounds for inferring that there
is some irreducible property of having a point of view. Our ontology of subjective experience
can both explain the special perspectival and subjective character of points of view while
providing an ontological reason for the failure of points of view to reduce to beliefs, memories
etc. (The latter is provided by the distinction made between instances of mental properties that
are havings of cognitive properties and instances of mental properties such as beliefs and
memories. Since beliefs and memories are not all there is to subjective experience, we have some
additional ontology—bearing the having relation—that we can use to explain why a reduction of

points of view to beliefs and memories fails.)

Conclusion.

In conclusion, I want to return to a claim I made early on, that phenomenal knowledge is not
knowledge-how. This seems right, if knowledge-how to X is the sort of knowledge one needs in
order to X. This also seems right if, as Lewis and Nemirow claim, Mary does not gain new
knowledge when she gains (what they mean by) knowledge-how, since on my view Mary does
gain new knowledge when she gains phenomenal knowledge. However, there is a sense in which
phenomenal knowledge as I have defined it is a kind of knowledge-how. In this sense of
“knowledge-how,” Mary gains new knowledge-how when she experiences red because she gains

phenomenal knowledge.
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A quote from Loar (1997) will clarify my point. “The knowledge argument is
straightforward on the face of it. Consider any phenomenal quality and any physical property
however complex. We can know that a person has the physical property without knowing that
she experiences the phenomenal quality.” (598)

First, recall that while I think the Mary example tells us something deep about the nature
of phenomenal knowledge, I disagree very strongly with the knowledge argument, especially
when it is characterized in this way. Given my account of subjective experience, it is NOttrue that
“we can know that a person has the physical property without knowing that she experiences the
phenomenal quality.” What is true is that we can know that a person has the physical property
without knowing howshe experiences the phenomenal quality. This is what the Mary example
shows, and this is why the role of actually bearing the having relation to the cognitive property is
so important. Bearing the having relation to the cognitive property gives one knowledge-how in
this sense, namely, knowledge of how it is to have the experience. Bearing other sorts of causal
or perceptual relations to the structured complex that includes the relation to the cognitive
property gives one knowledge that an individual is having the experience. My sort of knowledge-
how is clearly new knowledge for Mary (so Lewis and Nemirow are either wrong or mean
something different by their use of “knowledge-how”) but it does not threaten a posteriori

physicalism.
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